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The Mouse and the Lion: 
Syria – Between Passive and Active Resistance to Israel

Eyal Zisser

Introduction: A Mouse on the Golan and a Lion in Lebanon

and in particular worried that Damascus intended to do away with 

” – “a mouse on the Golan and a lion in Lebanon” – 

suggesting that Asad uses his power to trample Lebanon brutally (as 

hesitancy and even cowardice towards Israel on the Golan Heights, 

a frightened mouse ( ).1

Israel continued in the following years and still prevails today. 

Indeed, notwithstanding the hostile and threatening statements that 

consistently – maintain complete calm along the Golan Heights, their 

border with Israel, and desist from any moves, including responses to 

Israeli action against them, that may upset the calm on the border.

This pattern of inaction is rooted in a solid worldview that has 

Prof. Eyal Zisser, head of the Moshe Dayan Center for Middle Eastern and African 

Studies and a professor of Middle East history at Tel Aviv University
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mumana’a, which means passive resistance and is used to describe 

muqawama, a term that means 

active resistance and is used to describe the operational approach 

against Israel, made possible by the policy of passive resistance 

adopted by Damascus. In an address at the Arab summit in Damascus 

Damascus “the capital of Arabism and passive resistance” (’asimat al-

),2 and at the time of the summit Radio Damascus 

resistance (mihwar al-mumana’a,3 and elsewhere the terms  or 

4

and desistance from any move or action against its southerly neighbor 

that encapsulates its overall role and considers its strategic reality, and 

it to take actual action against Israel, or even to respond or instigate a 

reprisal to Israel’s actions.

September 6, 2007: Syria’s Familiar 

Desistance from Response

point of concern that a confrontation between 

the two countries might erupt. Although the war 

for what was considered by many in the Arab 

It appears that the 

tendency of the regime 

towards passivity and its 

preference for inaction 

over militant and hasty 

conduct are part of the 

Syrian DNA.



79

S
tr

a
te

g
ic

 A
ss

e
ss

m
e

n
t

EYAL ZISSER  | THE MOUSE AND THE LION

approach if Israel continued to occupy the Golan Heights and refused 

further credence to the claim made by Damascus that following the war 

in Lebanon, the rules of the game between Jerusalem and Damascus 

had changed, and that Israel no longer enjoys a strategic advantage 

and with it the view among many in Israel that war was imminent. On 

it said the target was an empty military structure under construction 

country with the aid of North Korea.6

Following the attack attention centered on Damascus in the tense 

surprisingly refused to respond or launch any reprisals against Israel 

following the attack on the nuclear plant.

forced to confront the dilemma whether to act against Israel, in response 
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7

However it seems there was little new in all this. In April and 

were wounded in the attacks. In August 2003 and then in June 2006, 

the border between Israel and Lebanon, and in June 2006 the move 

On October 7, 2003, Israeli jets attacked an abandoned training base 

of the Popular Front-General Command (PFLP-GC) of Ahmad Jabril 

1973 Yom Kippur War that Israeli jets attacked a target in the heart of 

of these events, and this so-called non-response indicated Damascus’ 

acceptance that Israel enjoys complete freedom of action over its skies 

and in its territory.8

The lack of any reaction by Damascus to the aforementioned events 

and to the aggressive and even hasty and temperamental behavior that 

mention hysteria, that could force any government to respond, often 

in an ill-considered manner and against the leaders’ better judgment.
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Syrian Realism and Restraint

a policy of non-response to Israel, not only is not surprising but is in 

strategic weakness, which ultimately dictates the actions by its leaders.

In this context, certain observations should be made. First, the 

balance of power between the two countries. Therefore it appears that 

War, when Israel caused widespread damage in Lebanon, presumably 

one of its neighbors.

and its preference for inaction over militant and hasty conduct are part 

avoided any direct military move against Israel, 

including responses to Israeli activity, even to 

moves that Damascus considered provocative. 

This passiveness and pattern of non-action by 

but also to most of his other areas of activity, 

particularly on the domestic front – i.e., social 

and economic matters – and it seems this has 

been inherited, at least in some respects, by his 

pursued an indirect approach based predominantly on the use against 

The recognition that 

Israel enjoys total military 

superiority over Syria is 

complemented by the 

awareness that Syria can 

respond indirectly and 

no less painfully through 

Lebanese and Palestinian 

terror organizations.
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This indirect approach was therefore designed to compensate for the 

preference to not confront Israel, while generating and maintaining a 

balance of fear whereby the Lebanese and Palestinian arenas, through 

9

the general impression gained in Israel on more than one occasion and 

certainly in complete contrast with Israel, in the events mentioned here 

different power players there, in particular the armed forces and the 

ruling party, to respond militarily to Israel.

with the reality of life in Israel and Western countries and even 

establishment – is complex and cumbersome, and progress occurs 

For example, there are almost no active websites 

population to Arab and foreign websites is 

not have the dynamic and pressuring media and 

the same hurried pace of events as in Israel that 

sometimes leaves the Israeli political leadership 

with no choice, if it values its political survival, 

other than to respond quickly and resolutely 

to events, and on occasion even without due 

consideration and restraint. It also appears 

notwithstanding the myth of the political strength of the Arab street 

that invariably tends towards incitement and power intoxication, do 

Syria perceives itself 

in the role of historic 

gatekeeper of the strong 

fortress of Arabism that 

stands �rm against the 

storms that batter its 

gates, and survives these 

storms without raising 

the white �ag.



83

S
tr

a
te

g
ic

 A
ss

e
ss

m
e

n
t

EYAL ZISSER  | THE MOUSE AND THE LION

not carry with them the same historical baggage as the Israeli public 

that frequently evokes reactions of hysteria and panic that in turn 

impact on the decision making process of the Israeli government.

be provocation or aggression by Israel. This indicates acceptance and 

– what is generally the case. Indeed, such a response has in the past 

generates in all matters relating to how it deals with Israel. It perceives 

itself in the role of historic gatekeeper of the strong fortress of Arabism 

accepting its dictates and terms, and not responding violently, which 

would lead to an illogical, ill considered, and uncalculated provocation 

toward confrontation.

towards Israel and towards what is considered provocation by Israel. 

This was deemed an important factor in establishing and maintaining 

even if in relation to an unintentional attack on Lebanese shepherds 

that wandered from Lebanon into Israel.
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hastily, and its strength does not necessarily translate into proud 

thus wants to present itself as one whose power lies in determination 

and steadfast adherence to opinions rather than impulsive military 

responses, despite any attacks it suffers and the pressure to react. Its 

greatness, in its own eyes and in the eyes of Arab public opinion, lies 

in its ability to maintain its standing as a foundation of radical anti-

are arenas in which it suffers from inferiority and shortcomings. This 

military tension, and in an underdeveloped economic state, whereby 

the heavy price was paid by the inhabitants – but this subject lies 

beyond the scope of this article.

1977, which led to the singing of the peace agreement between Israel 

the Golan Heights in December 1981 and the First Lebanon War in 1982 

(Operation Peace for the Galilee), in which Israel challenged Damascus’ 

Asad refrained from any direct confrontation with Israel, even when in 

1982 he found himself forced by Israel into a confrontation in Lebanon. 

towards Israel: al-sumud wal-tasadi – endurance and extrication in the 

face of challenge. This term incorporated two components designed to 

(sumud
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a great degree of passiveness in the face of the Israeli-Zionist challenge 

(indeed, like the Palestinians who are also surviving on their homeland 

– samidun). The second stage is extrication from the challenge (tasadi),

which involves a great degree of action and even initiative, even when 

the initiative is designed to disrupt the moves and initiatives of the 

Interestingly, the term tasadi

example interception of enemy jets.10

Mumana’a and Muqawama

with Israel are mumana’a and muqawama, expressing passive resistance 

alongside aid and support for anyone who nonetheless follows a course 

strategic decision not to become embroiled in a confrontation with Israel 

and to make do with passive resistance while leaving active resistance 

resistance (muqawama and mumana’a) are part of our strategic decision 

to which we intend to adhere.”11

In Arabic there is a clear differentiation between these two terms, 

as follows: qawam means “resisted,” “stood up and stood up to,” and 

“struggled against.” On the other hand, mana’a means “struggled 

against or contended with,” “opposed,” “competed for… against,” 

“divested or prevented…from,” “defended.” This leads to a translation 

and understanding of the term muqawama as “active resistance” as 

opposed to mumana’a, which means passive resistance or even non-

violent resistance.

meaning of these terms in an interview to the Lebanese television 

which has adopted the principle of a passive resistance country (dawlat
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mumana’a). The meaning of mumana’a

due to Israel’s military might, and mainly due to the military might of 

a large number of European countries – but resistance to ideas that the 
12

These ideas were also raised clearly in an interview given by a 

Habbash explained in the interview:

-

armed forces, which desist from attacking Israel on the 

to stand idly by. Although it treats its leaders’ decisions 
-

not only towards passive resistance (mumana’a) but also 
towards active resistance (muqawama
even towards being proactive [as in the decision to em-

to all that the decision on confrontation is a military matter 
entrusted to the military commanders and the country’s 
leaders.13

al-Ahmad Hasan in the government organ al-Thawra on December 7, 

2007:

The pact of resistance (muqawama) stretches from Iran to 
-

ians, and even of Lebanon. This pact grew and strength-

-
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the cornerstone of the building of resistance, which is built 

and to honorably protect the interests of the nation; it is 

for the effort to prevent the progress and implementation 
of aggressive plans that will damage the region and the 
Arabs.14

Tishrin

mumana’a) is a policy 

of 1916 (during the Ottoman Empire) and up to the outbreak of the 2003 

There were many, for example “the new liberals” (a denigrating term for 

and even claimed that the time for concessions had come and that the 

principle of passive resistance should be expunged from Arab discourse. 

legitimacy of resistance, and thanks to this approach the Americans 

became mired in Iraq. Tishrin,

wrote in the August 23, 2007 issue:

-
rael are looking to damage it, in order to dissuade it from 
its decision to adhere to the option of passive resistance 
(mumana’a) and because they do not want it to disseminate 
its positions that oppose the plans of Israel for an Ameri-

bear the name of “peace” in vain, but that are designed to 

Tishrin to mark the 

occupation, the aggression, and violence, in its decision to adopt a 
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policy of passive resistance (mumana’a) and of adherence to Arab rights, 

and its decision to defy American and Israeli pressure and threats.”

in the Arab world, have not hesitated to castigate what they perceive 

passive resistance (mumana’a) means passiveness, not to say idleness 

and cowardice in the face of the enemy. In an article published in al-

Hayat

Passive resistance means turning our back on the enemy, 
and although it concerns adhering to our position as far as 
possible, this is based on avoiding confrontation (muwaja-
ha) with the enemy and accepting its dictates. This, then, is 
an interim situation between action that may develop into 
limitless confrontation ( ) and ceding to the 
enemy. In passive resistance our back is turned towards 

while in contrast with what the Damascus propagandists 
are trying to tell us, passive resistance is not a single mo-
ment or one stage in the dynamics of confrontation (muwa-
jaha) – a moment during which we wait for the appropri-
ate opportunity to proceed to a stage where we take the 
initiative. On the contrary, in practice passive resistance 
(mumana’a) is one moment along a path of endless retreat 

-
sive resistance – is surrounded by the enemy and does not 
make an effort to take the initiative. This involves being 
two faced, as the supporters of passive resistance (ahl al-
mumana’a
on the enemy and prefer to confront the society in which 

-
sistance.

Clearer and more strident words were written by Rami al-Rayis, 

leader Walid Jumblatt, the progressive Lebanese social party, in an 

article he published in the  newspaper, which he edits: “Passive 


