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I I Q and the
'ARAB SPRING

As civil war in Syria rages, the
United States fears the crisis will
increase tensions in the Middle East.

"I'm here all alone," says
Abdullah. The 16-year-
old Syrian boy has left his

family behind to flee the chaos of
civil war for the Zaatari refugee
camp in neighboring Jordan. But
Abdullah is hardly alone. A month
after it opened in August, the camp
teemed with more than 26,000
desperate Syrians.

There seems to be no end to
the bloody conflict in Syria, which

WORDS TO KNOW

• insurgent (n): a person who
revolts against a government

I regime [n]: the government that
is in power at a particulartime;
often used when referring to a
dictatorship

I sectarian (adj): of or related to a
stark division between religious
groups or tribes, usually during
a conflict

began in March 2011. As many as
30,000 people, mostly civilians,
have been killed. At least 323,000
are now refugees, according to the
United Nations (U.N.). A million or
more people have been displaced
within the country.

In the fighting, a patchwork of
rebel groups calling themselves
the Free Syrian Army has sought
to overthrow Syria's President
Bashar al-Assad. Battles have been
ferocious in cities such as Homs,
Hama, Aleppo, and Damascus.
There, Assad's military has carried
out relentless attacks with bombs,
planes, and tanks against the reb-
els—while the people of Syria are
caught in the middle.

Life in the Zaatari camp is mis-
erable. There is almost no water
to relieve the searing heat, and
the strong winds stir up sand so
thick it almost blots out the sun.
It's so bad, Abdullah is thinking

of returning home. "I'm not afraid
anymore," he told reporters from
the BBC. "If we die, we die."

How It Began
Starting in late 2010, a wave

of rebelhons toppled longtime
dictators in Tunisia and Egypt and
began to move across the Middle
East. This spontaneous cry for free-
dom became known as the Arab
Spring (see MapSearch, p. 10).

In March 2011, the Arab Spring
came to Syria. In the town of
Deraa, police arrested and tortured
teenage boys who had written anti-
government slogans on their school
walls. When people took to the
streets in anger, police fired into
the crowd, killing protesters.

The deaths ignited long-
simmering resentment against the
repressive regimes of Assad and
his father before him. Demonstra-
tions spread to other towns, with
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Syrians calhng for Assad to resign.
But as Assad's security forces

cracked down on demonstrators,
peaceful marchers were replaced
by armed rebels. By summer 2011,
thousands of soldiers had quit the
Syrian army to join the rebellion.
The movement was no longer a
protest—the country was at war.

A Long, Difficult Ride
The anger that fuels today's

conflict in Syria has deep roots.
It is complicated by the country's
sectarian divisions.

For much of Syria's history,
power was in the hands of the
Sunni Muslim majority. Then,
in 1970, General Hafez al-Assad,
Bashar's father, seized power in
a coup. Assad was an Alawite, a
member of a minority sect of Shia
Islam that had been persecuted for
centuries. He filled the government
with Alawites, including his family.

"All of a sudden, he took this
minority to the highest [levels]
of power and prestige," scholar
Andrew Tabler told PBS.

For three decades, Hafez al-Assad
ruled as a brutal dictator. In 1982,
he crushed an uprising of Sunni
Muslims in the city of Hama, killing
more than 10,000 people.

That bitter memory drives many
of today's rebels, most of whom

1. A Syrian girl at the Zaatari refugee
camp; 2. the aftermath of a fierce battle
between Syrian rebels and the military;
3. members of the Free Syrian Army;
4. President Barack Obama has
demanded that Syrian strongman Bashar
al-Assad step down; 5. President Assad;
6. Syrian troops who support Assad

are Sunni. So are most of the war's
victims. "I hate the Alawites," said
an 11-year-old Sunni girl at the
Zaatari refugee camp, according
to The New York Times. "We are
going to kill them with our knives,
just like they killed us," she con-
tinued, as the children and adults
around her nodded in agreement.

"The Alawites feel justified in
brutality because they fear what
may be in store for them if they
lay down their guns," Syria expert
Joshua Landis told the Times. "1
don't see any way out of that,
except to say that we are in for a
long, difficult ride."

Today, the war in Syria has
settled into a bloody stalemate. The

continued or) p. 10 "^
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rebels may take a neighborhood or
a city block in heavy fighting, only
to have government forces win it
back—or the other way around.

HowWillltEnd?
What can the world do about

Syria? Although the U.S. and other
countries have condemned Presi-
dent Assad's actions, diplomacy has
failed to stop the fighting. Russia
supplies arms to Assad while the
Sunni nations of Saudi Arabia,
Turkey, and Qatar arm the rebels.

Speaking at the U.N., President
Barack Obama denounced Assad
as a "dictator who massacres his
own people." But the U.S. has
been wary of directly arming the
rebels for several reasons. These
include the fear that some of the
insurgents are Islamic extremists.
Instead, the U.S. has used other
ways of aiding the rebellion, such
as providing intelligence support.

"We must remain engaged to
assure that what began with citi-
zens demanding their rights does
not end in a cycle of sectarian
violence," Obama said.

To make matters worse, the
chaos in Syria threatens to spread
beyond its borders. Last month,
mortar shells from Syria killed five
civilians in Turkey, causing the
Turkish military to respond with its
own bombardment. U.S. officials
also worry that the civil war could
reawaken old sectarian conflicts in
Lebanon and Iraq, further destabi-
lizing the region.

The Secretary General of the
U.N., Ban Ki-moon, is alarmed by
the situation. "How many more
will be killed and wounded, their
lives shattered, before President
Assad and his advisers are per-
suaded to change course?" he asks.

—Bryan Brown
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TUNISIA
The Arab Spring
began here in 2010
when street vendor
Mohamed Bouazizi
(above) set himself
on fire to protest high
unemployment and
poverty. Tunisia's
president stepped
down in January 2011

TUNISIA

Tripoli

ALGERIA

LIBYA

QUESTIONS
1 . In which country did the

Arab Spring begin?
2 . Who is Egypt's president?
3 . In which body of water

does Bahrain lie?
4 . What does the color orange

signify on this map?
5 . Where was a U.S. consulate

attacked?

LIBYA
The U.S. aided the overthrow of
dictator Muammar ei-Oaddafi in
October 2011. But in September
2012, Isiamic extremists
attacked the U.S. consulate in
Benghazi, killing four people,
including the U.S. ambassador.
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EGYPT
Inspired by Tunisia's revolution,
mass rallies forced Hosni
Mubarak, ruler since 1981, to quit
in February 2011. In June 2012,
Egypt chose its first president by
free election, Mohamed Morsi.
However, some experts worry that
radical Islamic groups will gain
power, threatening Egypt's peace
treaty with Israel. Extremists
could also persecute Egypt's
Coptic Christians, who make up
9 percent of the population.
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SYRIA
Protests against President
Bashar al-Assad started
in March 2011 and led to
civil war. So far, as many as
30,000 people have died,
and there are more than
323,000 refugees.
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Protests in spring 2011 were
put down brutally by Hamad
al-Khalifa, king of this tiny, oil-
rich U.S. ally. Today, he hangs on
as protesters demand that the
U.S. "stop arming the killers."
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