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Abstract

This thesis examines how Syrian political activists try to create and perceive their political space in
the Netherlands. It aims to contribute to the understanding of Syrian political activism in the
Netherlandsinrelation to diaspora politics and political opportunities. It will focus particularly onthe

limitations faced by the Syrian diasporain the context of wrongly perceived opportunities.

Due to the conflictin Syriasince 2011, there has been a vast influx of Syrian refugeesinto Europe and
the Netherlands, resulting in the formation of anew diaspora. This Syrian diasporaisrelatively new
to the field of political research. This paper will, therefore, look at the political life of the Syrian
diasporainthe Netherlands. It will continue to highlight the wrongly perceived political opportunities
by the Syrian diasporaand analyse their political activism in the context of limited opportunities. It
will look atthe expectations and personal motivations, frustrations and strategies of Syrian political
activistsin the Netherlands. Consequently, this paperwill argue that the Syrian political activism is
very limitedinthe Netherlands and, inits current efforts, ineffective to actively influence the conflict
in Syria. This paperdiscusses aratherweak diasporainits efforts and ambitions to become politically

active and taken seriously by the mediaand Dutch society.
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Chapter 1: Introduction

The idea for this thesis was inspired by the current refugee crisis and the remarkable influx of
especially Syrianrefugees to Europe. The conflictin Syriaforced over4 million Syrians to flee their
homeland and find refuge in neighbouring countries or Europe. Additionally,over 7 million Syrians
are displaced within Syria due to the conflict (UNHCR 2015). There has been a lotof mediacoverage
about the vast number of Syrian refugees coming to Europe. The Syrian diaspora has expanded
quickly withinthe lasttwo years and is therefore relatively new. Rimmer (2010: 163) states that “the
international community tends to only concern themselves with the civil and political life of an
asylum-seeker when assessing refugee status, and has noregard fortheir civil and political life after
such status has been acquired”. This paper hasthe intention to focus on the Syrian diasporaand their

political lifeinthe Netherlands.

Thisresearch relates tothe emergingissue of the role of diasporagroups, concerningtheirimpacton
peacebuilding in their homeland. Bercovitch defines diasporas “as a transnational community
created as a result of the movement of people, organised on the basis of shared ideasand collective
identities and with loyalty and affinity with both their host and their homeland” (Bercovitch
2007:18). The debate around diaspora politicsis guided by the question of their positive ornegative
impact on peace processes in their homelands. Additionally, this research uses the narratives of
political opportunity andlooks at limited opportunities and how the Syrian diasporadeals withanew

set of opportunities.

The relevance of this research can be found in the current political situation in Syria and the vast
influx of Syrian refugees comingto Europe and the Netherlands. Since 2011 the civil warin Syria has
seen over 250.000 casualties. More than half of the Syrian population has been displaced (Gerlach
2016: 6). Potentially more than 398,000 Syrians have arrived in the Netherlands (Ministry of Security
and Justice 2016). Up to this stage, the political environmentin Syriahas been dictated by the Assad
family. Hafez al-Assad has been the designer of modern Syria. After decades of coups and counter-
coups, he used the network he had built as Commander of the Syrian air force and Minister of
Defence to increase his power in 1970. He created a system of divide and rule to maintain his
position. Additionally, he personalised his powerto such an extentthat he becamethe one holding
the state together. When his son Bashar Assad took over the powerin 2000, after his father’'sdeath,
he removed his father’'s peers and imposed his own urban elite on society and undermined the
integrity of crucial institutions (Quilliam 2015). The revolution in 2011 gave people in Syria a new
opportunity to become political active. The Syrian diaspora is diverse in its ethnicities and mainly
created by the conflictin Syriasince 2011. This new Syrian diaspora offers a new opportunity forfield

research that has notbeen exploredintensively, especiallyinregard to their political activismin the



Netherlands. This research will contribute to the question regarding how diasporas perceive their
opportunities and deal with anew set of opportunities. Most contemporary research hasfocused on
successful diasporas, which were able to influence the conflictand politicsintheir home country —
such as the Tamil and Armenian diaspora. This research will look at a diasporathat has noinfluence
on the conflict in its homeland and how members deal with this. This research looksat a different

angle of diaspora politics and political opportunity.

Followingthis, the guiding question for this research has been:

How do Syrian political activists try to create and perceive their political spacein the
Netherlands?

In orderto be answerthisresearch question, itisimportanttolook at political opportunityand how
political active Syrians perceive their political opportunity inthe Netherlands. Itis central to consider
whether these perceived opportunities are actually there or rather if they do not in fact exist.
Anotheraspecttolookat, is a possible change in perceptions of opportunity. Has the perception of
political opportunity changed over the time of their political activism, orhasthe perception stayed
the same? Further, if political opportunity has changed, how do the Syrian political activists deal with

that change? How have they adapted their political activism to this new set of political opportunities?

This thesis will rely on the analytical framework of political opportunity, particularly focusing on
limited and perceived opportunity, and use this framework as a theoretical lens to analyse the Syrian
political activism in the Netherlands. Another aspect of the analytical framework will be diaspora
politics, with a focus on the question of whether diasporas are helpful or counterproductive in

attemptsto achieve peaceintheirhomeland.

Looking at my research process, | first hoped to explore and gain access to the Syrian refugeesin
Germany. Most Syrian refugees livein and around Berlin. Gaining access to them was rather difficult
as due to the vast influx of refugees into Germany, asylum procedures take a very long time and
refugee sheltersreachingtheir capacities. The refugeeshelters which | contacted were not keen on
helpingorallowing me to entertheir premises due to theirwork overload. Therefore, | relocated my
research to the Netherlands. In the Netherlands, and especially in Utrecht, it was easier to gain
access to Syrians as many of them were already somehow engaged with Dutch people and more
visible than in Germany. In March of this year, | attended a remembrance event for the fifth
anniversary of the Syrian conflict in Utrecht. At this event, | was able to get access to Syrians who
were politically active and very willing to talk to me. Having had the impression at the beginningthat
many Syrians were politically active and willing to talk, | continued to try gaining access and to
explore organisational political activity among the political active Syrians in the Netherlands.

However, during the research, I realised thatthere were



actually not many Syrian organisations thatwere politically active. The main organisation | discovered
was the Het Syrische Comité. The Het Syrische Comité appears to be the main Syrian political
organisation in the Netherlands. However, gaining access to them was rather difficult. Although |
have managed to speak with some of the board members during organised events, | was not able to
gain enough access to focus my research on Syrian political organisations. Continuingmyresearch, |
exploredthatthere was little organised political diaspora activity in the Netherlands. This puzzled me
as | expected a greater political activism, especially considering the new influx of Syrians into the
Netherlands. Therefore, | decided to refocus my research and look at this limited Syrian political

activisminthe Netherlands.

The structure of thisthesis will be as follows: first, it will set out the design of thisresearch; this will
be followed by chapter 2, which will discuss the analytical framework used in this research. The
analytical framework will focus on diaspora politics and political opportunity. Chapter3looks at the
Syrian context. More specifically, the political organisation before and after 2011 in Syria, and the
refugee flow to Europe. Chapter4discusses Syrian political activismin the Netherlandsand my main
findings. Chapter 5will look at the personal experience of four participants, allowing for a personal
insight into their motivations, expectations, frustrations and strategies. Finally, the sixth chapter

draws up the main conclusions of the research.

Research Design

The following section will discuss the design of my research in the Netherlands. The research |
conducted is qualitative in nature, and looks for narratives, experiences and analyses of Syrian
political activists now living in the Netherlands. The participants used for my sample have been
politically active at some stage within the last five years. The people who left Syria after 2011 have all
been politically activein Syriaand the Netherlands. Whereby the Syrians who left Syria before 2011
have been only political active in the Netherlands. The sample represents different degrees of
political activism. The lightest degree of activism describes going to demonstration, whilst the
strongest degree includes starting their own organisation. The Syrians interviewed were active as
individuals or as part of an organisation. Due to the limited Syrian activism, it was not possible to
focus only on activists who were exclusively active within an organisation. Only five of the twelve
participants were active within an organisation. The sample primarily includes activists who are in
favour of the Syrian opposition. Only one participant was in favour of Assad and therefore political
active for the Syrian government. It was very difficult to find Syrians willing to talk openly about
supporting Assad and therefore my sample mainly represents the Syrian opposition activists. In
general, itwas difficultto find Syrians who were politically engaged and willingto talk to me about

their political activism. Additionally, | also interviewed Dutch people who engage with
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Syrian political activists or organisations, to gain a better insight into Syrian political activism.
Moreover, | participated in various events organised by the Syrians in the Netherlands. | attended
memorial events remembering the fifth anniversary of the Syrian conflict, as well as various
demonstrations - forexample, the demonstration against the bombings of Aleppoin early May 2016.
Furthermore, | participated in social events organised to demonstrate cooperation between the

Dutch and the Syrians.

Mappingthe Syrian political activisminthe Netherlands, | followed the guidelines given by Charles
Ragin, as notedin Demmers (2012: 13). | firsttried to explore the main parties engagingin the Syrian
political activism, and to determine what distinguished them,as well aswhattheir interests were.
Here | focused on Syrian political organisations. During the mapping, | realised that there weren’t
many active politically engaged organisations. Accordingly, | focused the first version of my topic
guide on political activism in Syria and the Netherlands, and the intentions behind it, on both an
individualand organisational level. This topicguide was informed by my early impression about vast
Syrian political activism in the Netherlands. Later, however, | changed the topic guide after
findingactually very limited Syrian political activism and the lack of sufficient access to Syrian political
organisations. | continued to develop a more extensive topic guide that included perceptions of
opportunity, limited opportunities and the form of activism peopleengagedin. Thistopicguide was
directed by my analytical frames of diaspora politics and political opportunity, which | used to

analyse the Syrian political activismin the Netherlands.

As aresearcher, aimingto show an objective perspective of the Syrian political activist, l interviewed
people who were associated with an organised group or acted as an individual. | also aimed to
interview people with the different political perspective, sothat| would be able to look at varying
political engagement on both sides of the conflict. As already pointed out, this turned out to be
rather difficult after many of my interviewees pointed out that openly supportingthe Assad regime
could influence asylum procedures negatively. In general, it was difficult to find people who were
interested in politicalaspects and were politically engaged. This circumstance was rather puzzlingfor

me as | had expected the opposite at the beginning of my research.

This thesis is based on three months of research in the Netherlands, and the information was
gathered through twelve individual interviews with Syrian political activists. This information,
although limited in quantity, is representative of Syrian political activism in the Netherlands. The
people interviewed have an intimate knowledge of the organisational processes of the Syrian
diaspora in the Netherlands on a political and/or social scale. In addition to this information, as
previously described, | had contact with a wide range of people during my research in the

Netherlands,
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which through events and informal conversations contributed to my understanding of the level of

organisation and political work among Syriansin the Netherlands.

| collected my data by conducting semi-structured, in-depth interviews. All of the interviews were
recorded. Formy interviewguide, | prepared alist of topics based on my (sensitised) keyconcepts in
the form of questions grouped under my main puzzle and sub-questions for my participants, as
outlined above. As this technique is flexible (Boyce and Neale 2006) and open to probing and
elaboration (Boeije 2013), | was able to adjust my topic list and ask more questions during the
interview. As an outcome of this, | was able to gather sufficient data with detailed descriptions
(Curtis and Curtis 2011) from a total of twelve interviews. My interviews lasted between one and
three hours. Finally, one of the interviews had to be conducted in Arabicwith the help of and Arabic
translator. It helped facilitate better communication and understanding between me and the
participant as his English was less confident. Also, in this way, the participantwas morerelaxed and

more opento telling his story, whichinturn, yielded better data.

Participating in demonstrations helped me to gain access to activists. From their responses, |
gathered twelve, who were either former or current activists who are now basedinthe Netherlands.
In the process, | eliminated participants who were outside of the Netherlands, in terms of
manageability and feasibility, asit proved to be difficult as time passed. Moreover, | believed it would
be more valuable to interview participants in person rather than via skype or telephone. | also
eliminated people who exclusively worked on social aspectsand who were not therefore interested
in the political activism. In my research, | came across many Syrians who were active in organising
social events and were keen to develop a bridge with their activism between Dutch people and
Syrians. As already mentioned, it was much harder to find people who were also interested in
political aspects and were politically engaged. | had a few key contacts who were able to connect me
with possible participants and information. i To recap, in the end, | was able to collect data from

twelve participants.

The main ethical considerationin thisresearch has been the privacy of the participants. Therefore,
the twelve participants presented in thisresearch are anonymous and the interviews, discussed in
chapter 5, | used pseudonyms. Furthermore, any other information that could be used to identify

theminthisresearch was removed (Boeije 2012).

Having introduced my topic and research design, the second chapter will discuss the analytical

framework of diaspora politics and political opportunity.
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Chapter 2: Analytical Framework

This chapter will discuss the analytical frame relied uponin thisresearch. It will look atthe academic
debate around the discussion of diaspora politics and political opportunity. It wil [focus on the debate
surrounding whether diasporas help to achieve peace for theirhomeland orwhethertheyarein fact
counterproductive to this aim. Political opportunity is one of the key concepts by which to analyse
social mobilisation. It refers to the political environment social movements need to deal with.
Political opportunity is an attempt to comprehensively conceptualise the political environment

(Goodwin and Jasper 1999: 28).

In the age of globalisation, the political meaning of diaspora groups in contemporary conflicts has
increased. Diasporagroups have conventionally engaged in conflicts in their country of origin using
various methods, including lobbying governments in their host countries, networking with
international agencies, fundraising, trafficking arms, and providing skills and technologies

(@stergaard-Nielsen 2006: 1).

The questions guiding the discussion about diaspora politics can be divided into three sections: 1)
processes of mobilisation; 2) strategies and participation; and 3) the impact on democraticprocesses
in the host country and the country of origin. These questions look at the macro, meso and micro
level of diaspora politics (@stergaard-Nielsen 2003: 765). As Smith points out, it is important to ask
about when and why some diasporas become political engaged (Smith 1999: 504). Hereby, it is
therefore important to look at the role of the receiving and sending countries of the diaspora
(@stergaard-Nielsen 2003: 766). Furthermore, there are questions regarding how diaspora politics
and their political practices are expressed and received in the sending and receiving countries. These
are the central components of organisational patterns of diasporas political engagement
(@stergaard-Nielsen 2003: 769). Finally, the field explores the question of the effects of diaspora

politics.

Diaspora groups connectthe processes of globalisation to conflicts overidentity and territory. Due to
globalisation, cross-border migration has increased following decreased communication and travel
costs. This has made iteasierfor migrants to build diaspora networks between theirhomeland and
other places of residence. People that have been forced to leave their country due to war have a
specificset of traumatic memories and build conflict-produced diasporas. These diasporas normally
sustain and sometimes intensify their strong sense of attachment to the homeland. The term
homelandis frequently understood as a territorial term representingthe areafromwhichthe group

had to leave, and has a high symbolicmeaning.
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These diasporas often play an important role in regard to the conflicts in their homeland. Diaspora
remittances can often be key resources to a conflict. Additionally, these diasporas have animportant
role in framing the conflict. Diasporas that have been created through conflict and which are
continued by memories of the trauma tend to be less willing to compromise (Lyons 2004: 1). This
dynamictends to make conflictsin the homeland more protracted, especially with the existence of
diasporagroups with a strong symbolicattachmenttoaterritory and uncompromisingviewsonhow
the conflict should be understood and contested. Engaging with a powerful conflict-generated
diasporacan help third parties, like non-governmental organisations, toreduce homeland conflicts
and break down the categorical perception of the conflict. In cases like this, there are specific conflict
resolution interventions that could help to deal with the homeland conflict. Third parties can, by
engaging with diaspora groups and by promoting dialogues between the different conflict groups,

reduce the conflict (Lyons 2004: 1).

Two roles can be identified in the study of diasporas and conflict. Diasporas are mainly seen as
nationalists orfundamentalists who preserve the conflict viaeconomicand financial support without
puttingtheirown life atrisk. Therefore, diasporas tend to be seen as part of the problem ratherthan
the solution (@stergaard-Nielsen 2006: 1). They are generally regarded as obstacles to conflict
resolution and peacebuilding (Cochrane 2009: 682). As mentioned above, diaspora groups created by
conflict and sustained by traumatic memories tend to compromise less and can reinforce the
protracted nature of conflicts. In cases, like the Tamil, Armenian, Irish, or segments of the Ethiopian
diasporas, the hard-line terms of negotiations strengthen confrontational leaders and organisations
and destabilise others seeking compromise (Lyons 2007: 530). In the case of Northern Ireland, the
Irish diasporaworsenedthe issue forthe domesticcoalitions, also introducing additional problems to

overcome inthe effective search forasocial change (Maney 2000: 153).

In contrast, diasporas have also been recognised on grounds of their commitment to non-violent
conflict resolutions. This can stimulate and reinforce local processes of democratisation and post-
conflict reconstruction in their countries of origin (@stergaard-Nielsen 2006: 1). This has been
reflected in current recommendations and policy papers supporting a stronger role of diasporas,
especially in development, but also democratisation (Van Hear, Lindley, Pieke and Vertovec 2004:
22). The focus in the literature lies on the question of whether if diasporas are helping or rather
counterproductiveinsolvingthe conflict. As Smith and Stares describe it, are they “peace-making” or
“peace-wrecking”? Smith points out thatit is very difficult tofind adiasporathat is a peace-wrecker,
as all seemto want peace. Itis ratherthe question of peace underwhich circumstances (Smith and

Stares 2007: 10)? As Shain states, the involvement of diasporas in conflict can influence
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the prospects for conflict perpetuation or conflict resolution (2002: 116). As an example, Armenian
and Jews have beenidentified as powerfuldiasporas. They continue to play animportant partin the
politics and life of their homeland (Shain 2002: 121). At times both diasporas have undertaken
political initiatives that have conflicted with the wishes of their homeland governments. The
Armeniandiasporausedtheirresourcesto mobilise against president Ter-Petrossian and his peace
efforts with Turkey and Azerbaijan, resulting in his resignation as president. In Israel, the diaspora
largely financed the religious nationalist campaign against Prime Minister Yitzhak Rabin (Shain 2002:
126). Moreover, inthe case of Sri-Lanka, the Tamil diaspora has the potential to be a strategicplayer
in the process of peace-building in Sri-Lanka. The case of Northern Ireland shows the positive and
negative potential of a diaspora, with the Irish-American diaspora helping to facilitate the peace
process (Cochrane 2009: 699). However, the Irish Northern Aid Committee supported the aims and

methods of republican paramilitariesin Northern Ireland (Cochrane 2009: 689).

The literature here focuses on either the positive or negative impact diasporas can have on the
conflictintheirhomeland. This assumes that diasporas are actually having an impact on the outcome
of a conflict at all. What happens when diasporas are not able to influence and do not have any
impact on the conflict in their homeland? How does it influence diaspora politics and what does it

mean for the members of the diaspora?

Looking at political opportunities, McAdam, in his original attempt to define his political process
model, highlights the need to see social movements as contentious political process (McAdam 1982:
36). He continues to bring together the different conceptual debates on social movements. He
proceedstooutline three necessary analytical elements from his original model: 1) broaden political
opportunity structures; 2) extant mobilising structures; and 3)framing or otherinterpretive processes

(McAdam 2010: 36).

Political opportunity processes are central to understanding the character and course of social
movements (Benford and Snow 2000: 612). The social movements literature tries to investigate how
political opportunity structures constrain and facilitate the collective action frame (Bendford and

Snow 2000: 628).

The concept of political opportunities lies at the core of the political process approach to social
movements (Giugni 2009: 361). Tarrow defines it as “consistent but not necessarily formal,
permanent, or nationalsignals to social or political actors which either encoura ge ordiscourage them
to use their internal resources to form social movements” (Tarrow 1996: 54). More precisely,
opportunities can be seen as possible options for collective action. McAdam describes four

dimensions of political opportunity: 1) the relative openness or closure of the institutionalized
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political system; 2) the stability or instability of the broad set of elite alignments that typically
undergird a policy; 3) the presence or absence of elite allies and; 3) the state’s capacity and
propensity for repression (McAdam 1996). Tilly has been one of the first to conceptualise
opportunitiesinamore comprehensive model (Tilly 1978: 55). Since thenthe concept and usage of
political opportunities have developed into two main directions. American scholars have been
concentrating on ‘windows of opportunities’ that can help to encourage actors to join social
movements. The focus here is on explaining the emergence or developmentofa social movement
over time. European scholars have been largely looking at the most stable aspects of political
opportunities. The focus is primarily on trying to account for cross-national differences of forms,

levels, and outcomes of social movements and protest activities (Giugni 2009: 362).

The focus on political opportunities has been criticised by its opponents. They argue thatit refers to
different variables and has been used to serve different functions, based on different definitions
(Gamson and Meyer 1996: 275). Godwin and Jasper have given the most fundamental criticism on
the concept of political opportunities. They argue that the concept of political opportunity structures
has a structural bias. They voice serious doubts on how useful this conceptisinorderto understand
social movements. They referto the political opportunitythesis “as aninvariant causal hypothesis,
justplain wrong” (Goodwin and Jasper2004: 14). Tilly has countered this by stressingthe problems

associated with phenomenological fundamentalism (Tilly and Tarrow 2006).

Scholars have tried to improve and add to the traditional view of political opportunities. Discursive
opportunities referto opportunity for mobilisation having two sides. The institutional side looks at
the access activists have to the institutionalised political system. The discursive side relates to the

publicvisibility, as well as the political legitimacy of actors, claims and identities. As Giugni putsit,

“what matters is not only the extent to which social movements face an open or closed institutional
setting, but also the extent to which their claims and identities relate to prevailing discourses in the
public domain” (Giugni 2009: 364). The concept of specific opportunities refers to the opportunities
which are specificto a certain movementorissue fields (Giugni 2009: 364). Koopmansetal. believe
that inregards toimmigration, “institutionaland discursive opportunities facilitate the mobilisation of
some collective actors with certain types of collective identity and specific types of demands while

constraining the mobilisation of other actors and the expression of other identities and demands”

(Koopmans 2005: 6). Another concept is perceived opportunities. This concept acknowledges that
opportunities must be perceived in order to be used (Giugni 2009: 365). Gamson et al. points out
that opportunities are subject tointerpretation and frequently are subjects of controversy. They are
often included in framing processes (Gamson and Meyer 1996: 276). Even a very specific and
objective definition of political opportunity structure can only explain a part of social movement

opportunity.
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As Gamson et al. pointout, “faJn opportunity not recognised is no opportunity at all” (Gamson and

Meyer 1996: 283). In her study, Banaszak points out that previous scholars have assumed that
movement groups are able to see all opportunities. She continues by sayingthat, “this assumption
need not be unrealisticif one believes that misperceptions have only random effects on success, and
therefore can be safely ignored” (Banaszak 1996: 222). Her study shows that the effect of perceptions
isdecisive and notrandom. Individual social ties affect beliefs and values, which systematically differ
for activists at certain times. She claims that “given that perceptions and values derive from an
individual’s ties to broader society, other political groups (whether allies or not), and the more
intimate bonds with fellow activists, it seems unlikely that movements will ever perceive all available
opportunities or resources” (Banaszak 1996: 222). Van der Borgh and Terwindts’ concept of political
space refers to the opportunities and threats organisations or individuals experience in a political
space. Thisis additional to the way they are using these opportunities. This conceptissimilar to the
notion of political opportunity structures, linking the characteristics of the political context to
possibilities and restrictions actors face. They argue that while the notion of political opportunity
structure focuses on the characteristics, political space focuses on organisations while taking into
account the political context (van der Borgh and Terwindt: 36). Political space will be different for
each organisation, as well as the experience and restriction processes. As aresult, the pressures and
restrictions faced by organisations have to be understood in the particular political context. Political
space is not static, and can be better understood as the product of the relations and interactions
between organisations and, forexample, state actors (van der Borgh and Terwindt 2014: 39). In this
thesis, the term political space will be used to definethe interaction of Syrian political activists and

organisations as claim makersin regard to institutions and civil societies in the Netherlands and Syria.

To conclude, as Gamson and Meyer note, the framing of political opportunityisacentral component
of social mobilisation. It is believed that an opportunity has an impact on social change and that
people have the agency to write their own history (Gamson and Meyer 1996: 285). Furthermore, if
political activists look at their political space with an emphasis on opportunity ratherthan limitation,
they will come forward with actions that change their opportunities and make "their opportunity

frame a self-fulfilling prophecy" (Gamson and Meyer 1996: 287).

As discussed, political opportunity is an important and crucial component of understanding social
movements. Therefore, itisalsoimportanttolook at how political movements and individual activist
deal with limited opportunities. How does it change their activism or does it have no effect at all?
Limited opportunities are an important aspect of analysing social movements. The change and

perception of opportunities have also to be considered. What happenstosocial movements when
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the formerly perceived opportunities turn out to be different or even wrongly perceived? How do

political activists deal with this change of opportunities?

These questions should be also asked in evaluating political opportunitiesand social mobilisation.
The Syrian diasporais conflict-generated and has, therefore, a specificset of traumaticmemories. As
Lyons describes, these diasporas often play an important role in the conflict in their homes (Lyons
2004: 1). As asked previously, what happens when diasporas have no impact on the conflict? How
doesthis affecttheiractivismasa group butalsoon an individuallevel? Thisthesis, will be explore
these aspects of social mobilisation and use diaspora politics and political opportunity to make sense
of the political mobilisation of the Syrian diasporain the Netherlands. The next chapterlooks at the
Syrian context. It will assess the political organisation before and after 2011 in Syria, and examine the
details of the Syrian refugee flow to the Netherlands following the eruption of the Syrian conflict in

2011.
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Chapter 3: The Syrian Context

The following section outlines how the situations and opportunities for Syrians have changed since
the outbreak of the civil warin 2011. It will be looking at the situationin Syriaand how the situation
for Syrians has changed coming to the Netherlands. How Syrians were organised before and after
2011, theiropportunitiesto organise in Syria, as well as the number of Syrians that have made their

way to the Netherlands are questions which will guide this section.

To date, more than 50,000 Syrians have lost their lives in the Syrian armed conflict since 2011. The
conflict began with anti-government protests before escalating into a full-scale civil war. At the

moment, there are more than 11 million Syrians who have been forced from theirhomes (BBC 2016).

On February 16t 2011, four days after Hosni Mubarak stepped back from his presidential office in
Egypt, teenagers in Deraa painted the slogan Al-shaab yurid isqat al-nizam* on the wall of their
school. This rather harmless act can be seen as the beginning of the Syrian civil war. In March 2011,
after the teenagers had been arrested by the Assad regime, pro-democracy protests erupted inin
Deraa (Gerlach 2015: 21).

Lookingat Syria's population, itis characterised by strongreligious and ethnicdiversity. Dividing the
population by language or religion, 82,5 percent are Arabic-speaking and 68,7 percent are Sunni
Muslims (Van Dam 2011: 2). The Arabic-speaking Sunni Muslims form a majority of 57,4 per cent of
the whole Syrian population. The otherreligious groupsin Syriaconsist of 11,5 percent Alawis, 3,0
percent Druzes, 1,5 per centlsma'ilisand 14,1 percent of Christians. The ethnic minorities consist of
8,5 percentKurds, 40 per cent Armeniansand 3,0 percent Turcomans and Circassians. The Kurds and
Turcomans and Circassians are almost exclusively Sunni Muslims, whereas the Armenians are
Christians. The Arabic-speaking religious minorities are the Alawis, Druzes, Isma'ilis and Greek

Orthodox Christians (Van Dam 2011: 2).

Besides the differences of ethnicity and religion, there are also differences between the rural and
urban population in Syria. The diversity of the Syrian population can also be found in the Syrian
opposition. Inthe process of the conflict, the Syrian opposition has been divided between different
political ideologies such as; left, liberal, national, Islamist or secular. International politics also play an
important role, as some people would like to see a solution for Syria with the engagement of an
international intervention and others reject such an intervention. These differences within the
opposition hinder the agreement for a collective resistance strategy and help deepen social

boundaries (Zein 2103: 17)

! Translationinto English, ‘The people want to bring down the regime’
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Political Organisation before 2011

The fall of Assad requires a strong opposition. However, a strong opposition does not necessarily

mean that it can successfully deliverits agenda of change (Ulutas 2011: 88).

The Opposition movements’ existence and scope of activity are constrained by the Syrian state.
While oppositionin different forms has always existed in Syriaand amongthe Syrian diaspora, their
political activities have been limited. The Syrian regime is able toturnviolentifit perceives that an
existential threatis coming from the opposition. When Bashar came to powerin 2004, many Syrians

and foreign observers expected and hoped for a change within the regime (Ulurtas 2011: 88).

In order to understand the situation and political opportunities in Syria under Bashar Assad, it is
crucial to look at the way the Syrian regime has dealt with oppositioninthe past. Inthe early 1980s,
Hafez al-Assad®® put down the Muslim Brotherhood uprising with a brutal and successful
counterinsurgency campaign. This campaign relied mainly on three strategies in order to generate
and employ the military force; 1) cautiously select and deploy the most trusted military units, 2)
increase pro-regime militias, and 3) use those forces to clearinsurgents out of majorurban areas. In
the years 2011 and 2012, Bashar Assad used the same strategy to deal with the uprising of the

opposition, which ended eventually in the civil war (Holliday 2013: 9).

Bashar Assad's regime, following his father's death in June 2000, was assured by loyalists in the
security forces, military, ruling Baath Party and dominant Alawite sect. They removed the last
remaining obstacles; such as amending the constitution to allow a 34-year-old to become head of
state. Later he was promoted to field marshal, commander of the armed forces and secretary-
general of the Baath Party. After having been confirmed as president by 97 percent of the vote, he
promised wide-ranging reforms, including modernising the economy, fighting corruption and
launching the so-called ‘our own democratic experience’ (BBC 2015). What followed was the so-
called Damascus spring, in which Bashar released hundreds of political prisoners and allowed for the
first independent newspapers to publish. Additionally, a group of intellectuals pressing for
democratic reforms were permitted to hold public political meetings and publish statements.
However, this lasted only a short time. By early 2001, the meetings were closed down or refused
licences and several leading opposition figures were arrested, as well as reinstalling limits on the
freedom of the press. Forthe remainingtime, the emergency rule remainedin effect. The security
agencies continuedto keep peoplewithout arrest warrants and held them detained forlong periods,
while Islamists and Kurdish activists were regularly sentenced to long prison terms. The economic

liberalisation mainly benefitted the eliteas well asits allies, ratherthan creating opportunities forall.

2 Father of Bashar Assad
3 Syrian presidentfrom 1971 to 2000
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The situation above has been described by the vast majority of my interview ees, and as outlined later
some of them have been detained for expressing their opinion about the regime several times.
Reflecting onthe situation under Hafez al-Assad and Bashar Assad, it can be noticed that there was a
minimum or even non-opportunity for political engagement. Although Bashar Assad seemed to move
forward a more opensociety with the opportunity to speak up, he rapidly changed his direction back

to a suppressive regime with no real political opportunities.

Political Organisation in Syria after 2011

Inspired by the Arab spring many Syrians were waiting foran opportunity forchangeinSyria. When
the conflict broke outin 2011, oppositionand military groups be came active. The Syrian revolution
gave new opportunities for people to get engaged in political activism. The Syrian opposition is

diverse, andin addition new military groups formed themselves guided by a diverse set of ideologies.

Syrian National Council

The Syrian National Council was founded atthe 23™ of August 2011 in Istanbul. The SNCconsists of

Syrianslivingin exile, independents and different members of opposition groups such as the Muslim
Brotherhood, liberals and the political left. The Syrian Muslim Brotherhood is quite influential in the
SNC as they are supported by Gulf states such as Qatar and Saudia-Arabia, as well as Turkey. More

than half of the members are supposed to consist of Islamists.

The Syrian National Council supports arming the opposition and an international military

intervention.

The Muslim Brotherhood

The Muslim Brotherhood (Ikhwan), has been one of the driving forces of the Syrian opposition for
years. The movement was founded in the mid-1940s and was able to take part legally in the political
system until the 1963 coup, after which it was banned. Since 1963, the Ikhwan has been a
fundamental component of the opposition since the establishment of the Ba’athregime.In the late
1970s, it clashed with the regime forces. Nevertheless, regardless of major clashes with the Syrian
regime since 1963, the Ikhwan has managed to survive. Whenin 1980 the membership to the Ikhwan
became an offence, it forced the Ikhwan leadership to leave Syria and seek refuge in Europe and

otherArab countries (Ulutas 2011: 94).

The fact that the Syrian Brotherhoods has beenin exile sincethe 1980s was a major obstacle for the
movement’s organisational capabilities in the country. This makes it difficult to estimate the real

potential of the movement (Ulutas 2011: 95).
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Military Groups

The Free Syrian Army was founded in summer2011. Atthe beginning, the Free Syrian Army consisted
mainly out of small units of deserted soldiers. Over time civilians and some foreignfighters started
joiningthem. Starting off with the goal of protecting peaceful demonstrations, they moved towards
becoming a partisan unit. The Free Syrian Army has members from all ethnic backgrounds. In
additiontothe Free Syrian Army there are also radical Islamicgroups such as; al-Nursa-Front, Kataeb
Ahrar al Sham, Liwaa al Tawhid and many more. These groups have a relatively good network and are
well equipped. Aslongas there are no alternatives to them Syrians are willingto work together with
such radicalised groups, even though they might disagree with theirideology. However, many Syrians
are afraid of a radicalised Islamicidentification of the conflict. Even though there have been several
attempts to unify the military units of the Syrian opposition, they continue to be organised on a
decentralised level. The confessionalisation of the conflictis supported by the regime as well as by

international actors like Iran and the Hizbollah (Zein 2013: 22).

Refugee Flow

Having looked at the situation for political opportunities in Syria before and after the Syrian

revolutionin 2011, this part will look at the Syrian refugee flow to the Netherlands.

Many Syrians who have left Syria due to the conflict have made their way to Europe. The number of
Syriansarrivingin Europe seekinginternational protection continues to increase. However, it remains
low compared to Syria’s neighbouring countries, with slightly more than 10% of those who have fled
the conflict seeking safety in Europe. Between April 2011 and April 2016, a total of 1.037.760 Syrians
have applied for Asylumin Europe. In 2014, 21 percent of asylum seekersin Europe have been from
Syria. In the year 2015, a total of 43.093 people have applied for asylum in the Netherlands. The
largest portion, consisting of 43 percentand 18.677 individuals, has been from Syria. Looking at the
period from May 2015 till April 2016, 2.538 Syrians have applied forrefuge inthe Netherlands. Thisis

a total of 45 percentof all applicants (Ministry of Security and Justice 2016: 4).

22



Table 1

Total asylum applications in The Netherfands (first app peated app family reunification applications)
Source: METIS
Top 10 Last twelve months total asylum in the A
y of citizenship | 2015 2018 Last 12 montha | Perc
’ fApr may sun ot Aug Sep Oct  MNov Dec [Totat |Jan  Fen msr  Ape | Tomt
1835 | 22010 | Syrisn Arab Republic B47 1,161 1680 2271 3837 5258 65438 3076 1545|25815| 1143 746 341 2308|2538 27806 | 45%
410 BA3 | Eritrea 405 1,115 1,289 1,056 1397 9z2 1210 Qa7 376 8,187 1 158 141 135 B85 8478 14%
3,048 4942 | Stateless 119 200 303 452 615 855 1019 587 3s5a| 4578| @8 173 61 55| 475 agad| 8%
1570 3250 | 1raq S8 48 78 108 198 431 1092 720 4s6| 30| 273 80 95 68| B16 74| 6%
or7 z345 | Afghanistan 81 a3 74 97 158 184 473 210 643 2704 404 m 75 B84 754 3377 5%
745 2074 | Iran (islamic Republicof) | 36 42 45 58 81 13 425 735 38| 23| 231 w6 85 B se3 2430 | 4%
= 1016 | Albanis 13 26 4 71 78 173 285 145 14| o81| 23¢ 250 224 41| Bee 187 3%
® %5 | Kosovo! UNSCR 1244 20 64 62 112 17 5 s8 20 51| ess| sa8 7 77 42| 255 g1 | 1%
mn 8¢ | Ukraine 49 52 77 50 B4 4 108 w7 1w7| 6| s 9. B2 17| 232 Bo| 1%
5z 226 | Somaslia 54 51 54 71 65 74 75 B2 63 594 68 45 45 25 183 723 1%
sen 593 | Others 410 457 500 443 477 488 691 632 551 4649| s20 519 578 5172134 6373 | 10%
29,891 52,250 | Total 1892 3,368 4,302 4,789 7,080 5,504 11,875 7,440 4,693 | 54,033 | 3435 2583 1784 1473 ]8.275 61,416 | 100%
* To conceal the lowes! figures, all values between 0 and 4 are repiaced by asterisk.
Table 2
First asylum applications in the EU , Norway and Switzerland from February 2015 - January 2016
2015 2016 | Total
Feb Mar Apr | May Jun Jul Aug Sep Oct Nov Dec: Jan
Synan Arab Republic 0,155 | 10460 | 11,625 | 13415 21,150 | 32,120 | 50.095| 64370 | 62,740 | 55370 | 35485 | 32655 398,640
Afghanistan 4330 | 4470 5660)| 9250 | 13,385 18930 | 20240 | 21,700 | 20850 | 38,760 | 21465] 12315 200,445
rag 2505| 3180 3605| 4655| 6,380 8175 12170 | 26,370 | 26510 19,165 11,705 | 10,415 134,835
‘Albania 2365| 3710 5525| 5695| 6720 0,065 9.500 8,470 6,355 4,390 2885| 1825 66,505
‘Kosovo / UNSCR 1244 | 22580 | 12620 | 5380 | 2,735 22305 2,005 1,385 1,685 1,155 790 005 650 54,195
Pakistan 1,705 | 1930| 2245| 2,705| 3675 6,675 9.405 5,370 4,030 4,225 3.070 | 3265 48,600
Enitrea 1126 | 1335 1025]| 490685| 6,600 6,655 6.420 5,350 5415 2,570 1.825| 1,380 45,575
Nigeria 1,520 | 1485 1550 2250 | 2665 3,740 3710 4,145 3,480 2,850 2,005 | 1970 31,350
ran (mmo!) 700 7851 1,020 1,005 1,200 1415 1,735 2,580 5,160 6,790 3005 | 3085 29,460
Unknown 1,015 930 680 875 | 1315 1,730 2285 1.815 2675 3,080 4005 3415 23,920
Others 20,900 | 23,015 | 21,710 | 23825 | 20245 | 30835 | 30475| 32730 | 32965| 30,300 | 22,760 | 16,330 | 315,180
Total 67,990 | 63,900 | 60,925 | 71,375 | 54,940 | 121,345 | 147,420 | 174,685 | 180,335 | 168,300 | 110,185 | 87,295 | 1,348,705

Source: EUROSTAT, situation by May 3rd

In January of 2016, Germany received the highest number of first asylum applications in the EU,

followed by Italy and Austria. Syria, Afghanistan and Irag are the most important countries of origin

inthe influx of firstasylum applications in the EU (Ministry of Security and Justice 2016: 12).

As seen in Table 1 and Table 2 the Syrian diaspora in the Netherlands and Europe has expanded

drastically since the beginning of the conflict in 2011. Potentially more than 398.000 new Syrians

have arrived in the Netherlands. This relatively new diaspora could be very significant, when

politically organised, ininfluencing the conflict back in Syria.

23



The application process for asylum in the Netherlands can be very time-consuming. Non-Dutch
nationals who seek asylum must report to the Immigration and Naturalisation Service (IND). After
identification and registration, asylum seekers are transferred to areception centre, whichisusually
nearthe application centre that will process the asylum application. Generally, asylum seekers are
givenatleast 6 daysto recoverfromtheirjourney. The asylum procedure does notbeginuntil after
this period. In a special interview, the asylum seeker can explain what they experienced in their
country of origin and why they had to leave. After these interviews and some formalities, the IND
decide if an asylum seeker is entitled to be granted asylum or not. If the IND establishes that an
asylum seekerneeds protection, they will be given an asylum residence permit. Thisprocedure can
take up to several months, during which time applicants have to stay in a shelter assigned by the

government (Ministry of Security and Justice 2016).

As my research will show, many Syrians who arrived in the Netherlands entered with high
expectations. Coming into a democratic western country seemed to open all sorts of political
opportunities to become active and toinfluence the conflict backhome in Syria. Theidea of finally
being open to voice their political opinions and to organise themselves freely created big

expectations formany.
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Chapter 4: Politically active Syrians in the Netherlands
This chapter will look at politically active Syrians in the Netherlands, and their organisation and
experiences over the period of their activism. It will be looking at their expectations starting their

political activism, having to deal with the reality in the Netherlands and how they dealt with their

new set of opportunities.

The participants for my research had to be Syrians now residinginthe Netherlands. It was required
for themto be politically involved. This politicalinvolvement varied from participantto participant.
Some of them were really actively engaged and others were rather passively engaged, for example
attending demonstrations and events. During my research, | came across Syrians who had been very
active back in Syriaand then decided when arrivinginthe Netherlands to give up on that activism. As
outlinedin more detail in chapter4, | have also come across Syrians who decided to become active at
the beginning in 2011, but then decided to give up their activism as they did not feel they could
achieve anything. | tried to gather participants from many different backgrounds together. The vast
amount of participants belonged to the Sunnis. Additionally, | was able to interview Kurds, Alawiten,
Christians and Armenian Christians. Regarding their political background, they were predominantlyin
favour of the Syrian opposition or the revolution. However, | was able to get one participant who
openly supports Assad. All of my participants who lived in Syria around 2011 had been politically

active back in Syria.

High expectations
As mentioned before, all of my participants who lived in Syriaaround 2011 had been politically active

back in Syria. Many of them attended demonstrations and started sharing their experiences on

Facebook. Regarding this activism two of my participants point out;

When the Syrian Revolution started, | was in Damascus studying my Master, looking at the

Arab spring and we were waiting for something to happen in Syria (Interview 6-4-16).

You can say 70% of University students were interested in politics and what was going on in
the governmentbutit was really a taboo. You can’tspeak openly, forme | couldn’tstand and

watch | hadto do something (Interview 8-5-16)

They had brought this political interest with them to the Netherlands and hoped to continue their
political activism here. Yet, as some of my participants have voiced, itisavery differentsituation in
the Netherlandsthanin Syria. Arrivingin anew country and havingto start from theverybeginning
to buildanetwork can be hard. Nevertheless, the Syriansinterviewed revealed acertain amount of
excitement coming to the Netherlands and becoming politically active there. They felt that finally

living in a democratic western country would offer them political opportunities they have been
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missing back in Syria. Arriving in the Netherlands they felt they had all sorts of opportunities to
influencethe conflict backin Syria; to voice theiropinion and get heard by the public. Forthem, the
Netherlands offered a new set of political opportunities to become active. These opportunities need
to be acknowledged and by their challengers in order to become valid (Giugni 2009: 364). Shortly
afterarriving many of them felt that the Dutch people did not know much aboutthe conflictin Syria.
So one of the opportunities they received was to tell the Dutch society ‘the truthabout Syria’. This
was a reoccurring topic during the interviews. All of my participants felt that the western societies
did not know what was really happeningin Syria. They feltthe news coverage wasfalseand leading
peopleintothe wrongdirection. Therefore, one of their main aims was to share theirstories and to
inform others about the situation in Syria. Their main concerns surrounded the knowledge people in

the Netherlands had aboutthe conflictin Syriaand the presentattention onlsisin the media.

Especially the people arrivinginthe Netherlands within the first two years of the conflictin Syriaand
the Syrianswho had been livinginthe Netherlands longervoiced thattheyfelt Dutch people had a
very limited knowledge about the situationin Syria. This lack of knowledgeincluded the conflict, but
also concerned the social situation back in Syria. They felt that people in the Netherlands thought
about Syria as a backwards underdeveloped country. They felt that they needed tochallenge these
impressions. It was important for them to show that Syria was more than a war torn country; it had
provided them with agood university education, was diverse inits culture and not backwards as they
felt it was being portrayed. This concern was not political but rather of a social nature. This

perception might have turned onthem as Syrianrefugeeslivinginthe Netherlands.

The other problem they felt confronted with was the intense media attention onlsis. As one of the

interviewees pointed out;

The focus of the media is firstin their interest and they are concentrating on what they want;

Isis. Isisis still a threatbutit is not whatthe Syrian revolution is about (Interview 8-5-16).

Thereisa bigfrustration aboutthe mediacoverage surroundingIsis. They feltbyconcentrating on
Isis the media would send across an incorrect picture about the revolution in Syria. The media
coverage of Isis would take away from the real problem, which is Bashar Assad and his attacks on
Syria. For them, Assad should stand in the focus of attention and his military attacks on the Syrian
population. Forthem, this was a way more crucial component of the conflictthanIsisand their main
issue of concern. Their ultimate goal was to shift the media coverage from Isis to Bashar Assad and
the issues of the revolution, which they felt was a betterrepresentation of the situationin Syria. The

urge to change the mediacoverage and to shift the focus of it is not only shared amongthe
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revolution supporters and the Assad opposition, butalso by Assad supporters. The participant who
supports Assad was very active in givinginterviews to the media, especially when the conflict started
in 2011. She appearedinvarious newspapers and television sequences talkingabout heractivism. As
well asthe Syrians active forthe revolution, she also criticised the media coverage onthe conflict in
Syria. She also felt that the media was not reporting about the real situation in Syria. She felt the
need to educate and show the people the real side of the conflict. Yet, she perceives the situation in
Syria differently than my other participants. Her main concern revolves around the issue that the
mediawould onlyreporton what they felt was relevant. During heractivism, she expressed that she
often felt misunderstood, and that when she would give interviews things would be taken out of
contextand put herin a wronglight. One of the things she tried and still triestoputforward is that
Assad enjoys the support of the majority of people in Syria, and that the revolution troops are the
onesto commit crimes. As she states, she has been contacting newspapers and television programs
with footage which proves her points, but they are refusing to report any of her findings in public.
What this shows is that potentially both sides share a desire to tell Dutch people and the media
aboutwhat they perceive asthe ‘real situation in Syria’. Both want to convince Dutch people and the
media about their side and therefore their version of the ‘truth about Syria’. Seeing this as one of
theirmain goalsto achieve with their political activism, they also discussed the meanstheyare using

to achieve this goal.

Means
In general, demonstrations were stated as the main tool to communicate and to educate Dutch

society about the conflict backin Syria (interview 25-5-16). During my three months’ field research, |
participated in two main demonstrations organised by Syrians in the Netherlands. The first
demonstration on the 20t March, 2016 was to commemorate the beginning of the revolution in
Syria on March 15, 2011. Organised by the Het Syrische Comité and supported by PAX, the goal was
to draw the attention to the people imprisoned in Syria by Isis and the Assad regime (Het Syrische
Comité 2016). Around 300 people attended the demonstration with the majority being Syrian. Yet
there were also many Dutch people present atthe demonstration. The second demonstration, on the
3oth April 2016, was against the bombing of Aleppo. The demonstration took place in Amsterdam
and in 53 other cities around the globe, and was triggered by the estimated 200 civilians who have
been killed by Russian-backed government bombardment in the opposition-held half of Aleppo since
April 19, The victims included hospital personnel, rescue workers and children. The worldwide
protest against the targeting of civilians by government attacks, aimed to generate a widespread
response that would persuade global powers to pressure Bashar al-Assad’s government and its
Russian allies to stop bombardingcivilian areasinrebel-held Aleppo (Mahmoud 2016). As with the

otherdemonstration, around 300 people participated in the demonstration at Amsterdam Dam 25
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Square. Even though the majority of the demonstrators were Syrians, many Dutch people also
participated to show their support. Among others, Harry van Bommel, a politician for the Dutch
Socialist Party, was one of the speakers at the demonstration. As one Dutch participant noted; ‘the

Syriansare not standingalone. There are people in the Netherlands who feel touched by theirfate’

(NPO2016). In both demonstrations, the disapproval with the Assad regime was presentin posters ,
speechesandtheirparoles. As pointed outinthe interviews, participants use these demonstrations
to get in contact with Dutch people and the media to tell them their truth about the situation in

Syria.

In addition to the demonstrations, one participant, who had lived in the Netherlands for seventeen
years, used his role as a filmmaker to raise awareness of the situation. He started off by creating
documentaries about the situation in Syria, and later = started to produce political movies with an
emphasison humanrightsto spread hisideas (Interview5-6-16). Thisinterviewshowed really clearly
hisapproach on how to spread awareness. Inthe otherinterviews, participants discussed spreading
the truth about Syria, but it was not really clear how they would do that. However, this case was
different. Even though he voiced that he was not directly political in his movies; he had a message
and was able to reach people through them. Ultimately, this shows how Syrians arriving in the
Netherlands due to the conflictin Syria have had previous political interestand how they brought it
with them to the Netherlands. In their expectations, the Netherlands as a western democratic
country would offer immense political opportunity to continue their political activism. They
perceived an opportunity to change the public perception of the conflictin Syriaand Syriaitself. They
believed they could change the media focus on Isis to the issues regarding Bashar Assad and show
people adifferent picture of Syriathan a backwards society. The problem withthe media coverage
and public opinion is recognised by both sides, even though they believe in a different ‘truth for
Syria’. Through demonstrations they hope to get the public attention and media coverage to show

people theirside of the story.

Individual Activism and Organisations

In general, Syrian activisminthe Netherlands seems to happenratheronan individual basis. In the
long run, participants would attend demonstrations mainly organised by Het Syrische Comitébutnot
engage furtherin the organisation. Some stated that they felt organisations were not reachingoutto
them or encouraging them to be politically active. Especially the Syrians who have arrived in the
Netherlands withinthe last eighteen months have certainly heard about Het Syrische Comité when
attendingtheirdemonstrations, but did not feel an urge to join them. Most of them wantedto keep
workingas an individual, but did not rule out completely the option of becoming more active within

an organisationinthe future. In general, there was a certain sentiment noticeable amongthe
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interviewees to starttheirown projects ratherthan joining a political organisation. One participant,
in particular, felt really strongly about establishing his own organisation. He believed his network
was big enough and he felt he would be able to organise something bigger than the already
established organisations. He was also fairly confident about the impact the Syrian diaspora could
have on the conflictin Syria. He believed that theirinfluence will grow drastically within the next few
years, so that peace in Syria could be achieved very soon (Interview 25-03-2016). This potential
interest Syrian refugees appear to have in starting their own organisations needs to be further

investigated andisanincentive forfurtherresearch.

Lookingat the three Syrian organisations Het Syrische Comité, Syrian Youth Forum and Comite Syrian
Nederland, itisinteresting to note that none of these organisations are exclusively political. All of
them have a very strong humanitarian aspect within their organisation. Even though they have been
founded on the basis of a political organization, all of them engage in social and humanitarian events.
They try to combine their political interest with other objectives. All three offer support to Syrian
refugees arriving in the Netherlands. This support varies from material needs to practical support.
Het Syrische Comité and Comite Syrian Nederland are also active offeringhumanitarian support to
Syrians back in Syria, as well as Syrian refugees in Turkey and Lebanon. However, the difference is
that the Comite Syrian Nederland supports the Syrian government and therefore focuses on the
government parts of Syria, whilst Het Syrische Comité focuses on refugees in Lebanon and Turkey
and supports the Syrian opposition. Both organisations try to supply food, clothes and medical
assistance for Syrians in need. Additionally, Het Syrische Comité and the Syrian Youth Forum also
engageinsocial events. An example fora social event | attended is a poetry reading organised by Het
Syrische Comité with the Syrian-Palestinian poet Ghayath AlmadhouninLeidenin April 2016. Even
though this was primarily asocial event, his poems were about the warand the revolution in Syria.
Thiseventisa good example of how the organisations try to bring their political objectivestogether
with otherobjectives. Additionally, all three organisations engagein and organise demonstrations,
discussion groups and information meetings about the situation is Syria. All three organisations claim

to welcome anyone whoisinterestedin joiningthem, not takinginto account that person's ethnicity.

Ultimately, we see how Syrians have atendency to work politically on anindividual basis. Moreover,
thereisa certainsentimentamongstthemto organise theirown projectsand to establish their own
organizations, which should be researched further. In regard to the organizations, they

characteristically try to combine their political objectives with socialand humanitarian objectives.
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Lackof Trust

Early in my research, I noticed that the political Syrian activismin the Netherlands is very limited. This
was confirmed over the course of my research. One of my participants, who | met on a
demonstrationin Amsterdam, stated that he would attend demonstrations butwould not become
politically active within an organisation. He did not believein any form of oppositionin Syria. He did
not trustthem and therefore wanted nothingto do with such an organisation. He voiced thathe was
against the war but did not want to participate in any organisation and would rather use his own
ways to be active. He used music as his main tool, as he stated that it served ‘to give hope to the
people’ (Interview 1-6-16). | came across this disappointment in the Syrian opposition many times

during my research.

People were stating how they couldn’t trust anyone in the opposition and thateveryone wasout for
their own benefit. This feeling had not always been in their thoughts. Participants stated their
excitementinthe beginning of the revolution and theircommitmenttothe peaceful revolution in
Syria. Overthe course of the conflict, this excitement shifted to afeeling of distrust, disagreement
and disappointmentinthe Syrian opposition. Even amongthe participants there wasacertain level
of disagreement. As one participant pointed out about other politically active Syrians in the
Netherlands, they would doit fortheir own personal benefit, togeta name forthemselves, rather

than truly supporting the revolution (Interview 30-03-2016).

Sometimes different people would start a political discussion but we are not practised in this
kind of talk. Syrians, in general, don’t trust each other. There are a lot of fragmentation, and
peopledon’ttrust anyone so they create their own groups. Most people are withdrawn from
the activism and think they can’tdo anything butthey also don’t trust anyone (Interview 25 -

5-16).

The trust issue seems to be very present in the Syrian community. The participants point out that
they are still in favour of the revolution but cannot trustany of the opposition groups. Thisleadsto a
certain amount of distrust amongst each other, as well as disagreement. As pointed out, Syrians
would goto demonstrationin favour of the revolution orto stop the attacks on Aleppoas these are
the main issues most Syrians agree on, but that does not mean that they do agree on the ways on

how to achieve peace or which political direction Syria should take (Interview 25-5-16).

Thisissue seemsto be closely connected to the apparentlack of political understanding. As specified
by participants; there is a gap of knowledge about politics (Interview 8-5-16). Politics as a topic of
discussion has not happenedin Syriafor decades. This might have resulted in Syrians havingissuesin
expressingtheir political stands and getting engaged in politics. While people might be interested
and keento become politically active, they simply do not know how. This concern has bee n voiced

many timesininterviews, and reveals how the reality has differed from the expectations Syrians have
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comingto the Netherlands. Believing that political activism and engagement would be easy and that
the Netherlands would offer plenty of opportunities and tools to be active proved to be more
difficult in reality. Although the Dutch state offers some of these political opportunities, it can be
difficult for some Syrians to perceive these opportunities, especially with a lack of political

knowledge.

Possible Threats

Anotherfindingindicates that many Syrians still feelthreatened by the situationback in Syria. One
participantin particularvoiced that he is afraid of hisface being shown in the mediawhen he attends
demonstrationsinfavour of the revolution, as he fears repercussions for his family in Syria (Interview
25-3-16). This concern has been voiced by other participants as well, and at demonstrations many
Syrians did not want to be filmed or photographed out of fear of the consequences fortheiractivism
back in Syria. This fear frequently prevents Syrians from participating within an organisation orbeing
openly political active, and is therefore limiting Syrian political activism in the Netherlands. The
feelings of insecurity Syrians experience actively limit their political opportunity and stop them from
recognizing and seizing an opportunity. Eventhoughitis not clearto what extendthese feelings of
threats are justified, they have animpact on Syrian political activisminthe Netherlands and can be

seenasan limitation for Syrian political activism.

Frustrations
One of the main findingsis the experience of high levels of frustration by Syrian activists* regarding
theirpolitical activism, which resulted for some of them in quiting theiractivism. There are several

factors which lead to these feelings of frustrations.

One main factor is connected to media coverage and international involvement. Looking at the
expectations and opportunities perceived by Syrians coming to the Netherlandsitis noticeable that
these expectations were very high, and to a certain extent not achievable. Many Syrian activists
perceived an opportunity to educate Dutch peopleabout the situationinSyriaandtoinfluence the
way in which they think about Syria, which turned out to be not as achievable as they had initially
assumed. Having these high expectations and wrong ideas about their political opportunities was
central to the resulting feelings of frustration. It seemed that many participantswere not aware of
the bigger political picture regarding the conflictin Syria. This slowly changed and thereis a gradual
awareness among Syrian activists that the possibilities to actually make a change are very limited.
The high expectations abouttheir political opportunitiesinthe Netherlands are also reflected in the

desire to getthe Dutch governmentand European governmentstointervene in Syria. They feltthere

4 Further outlinedin Chapter 4
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was a real opportunity for them to achieve these goals. The gradual awareness of the limited
opportunities led to frustrations. It has also resulted in a more accurate perception of the political
opportunities availablefor Syrian political activists and a better understanding of the political context
of the conflictin Syria. Participants have voiced that the Syrian diaspora will not have areal influence
on the conflictaslongas international actors such as the United States, Iran, Saudi-Arabiaand Russia
are involved. Many feel that the solution or the end of the conflict is dependent on these
international actors, and that the Syrian diaspora has no real impact on it. This realisation of their
potential real impact as Syrian activistsinthe Netherlands took time for many participants. Starting
very enthusiastically with high goals resulted slowlyin frustration and being confronted with another

set of political opportunities than they expected.

During the interviews, certain factors were pointed out which led to the gradual awareness of the
different set of opportunities. One factor was the current lack of resources, which made it difficultto
organise themselves and to become political active. This lack of resources was very present and it
was seen as one of the main reasons for the limited opportunities. As voiced frequently, ideas on
how to become active had to be adjusted to the budget and could therefore not be followed
through, which also led to increased frustrations. Another factor that added to the limited
opportunities and frustration is the lack of trust, as explained earlier, among the Syrians and the
Syrian opposition. Not being able to associate with a certain wing of the Syrian opposition and the
subtle distrust amongst each other makes it difficult to work together and to establish a common
goal. Ultimately, all these limitations provide a more limited set of opportunities for the Syrian
diasporato actively influence the conflictin Syria. Thisnew and ratherlimited set of opportunities

leadsto frustrations among the Syrian political activists.

New Set of Opportunities

It is important to look at the different ways participants decided to deal with this new set of
opportunities. Eventhough the majority has experienced this frustration, three of the participants
are still very confident that they can have a real impact on the situation in Syria and are still
optimisticthatthey will be able to educate the Dutch about the real situationin Syria. The othernine

participants have felt this frustration and searched for ways to deal withiit.

Some participants decided to limit their political activism to participatingindemonstrations. They
shifted theirfocus from political activism to humanitarian efforts. The need for humanitarian efforts
in Syria are enormous because of the ongoing conflict. Thisis one reason why ahuge amount of the
Syrian activism in the Netherlands evolves around humanitarian support for Syrians. The vast
majority of the Syrians interviewed had additionally been engaged in humanitarian work in the

Netherlands orbackin Syria. As participants pointed out, they are hopingto use humanitarianaid as
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a way to be also politically active. Due to a perceived lack of interest from the media in the Syrian
conflictregarding Bashar Assad, they are hoping to gain attention through theirhumanitarian work
and shift the focus to the victims and military attacks of Bashar Assad. By showing that there is a
need to support people in Syria, as well as Syrian refugees in Turkey and Lebanon, because of the
ongoing conflictand Bashar Assad refusal toresign, they hope that the attention will stay on Syria. As
one participant pointed out; peopledon’t care for the complex political situation and they are more
interested in personal stories. As mentioned earlier, the political organisations, inaddition to their
political activism, are engaging in humanitarian efforts which offeradifferent side of activism than
the political to Syriansinthe Netherlands. ThereisaninterestamongSyriansinthe Netherlands to
offerhelpto people affected by the civil warin Syria. Forsome of them, it can be a tool to overcome
the frustration experienced by their political activism. Although the humanitarian effort is also
limited due to the lack of resources, itis easierto see an outcome. The humanitarian effort evolves
mostly around collecting clothes and money and shippingitto Turkey and Lebanon, as sending goods

to Syriato supportthe oppositionisincreasingly difficult.

In addition, organising social events and gatherings is seen by Syrians as another type of action to
deal with the lack of political opportunities. The events are often being used to keep raising
awareness for the situation in Syria and to inform people about what is currently happening. The
humanitarian efforts and engaging in social events is a way to get in contact with Dutch people.
Dutch people play an important role in the Syrian activism. During the three months of research, it

has beenvisible that there are a good number of Dutch people participatingin Syria-related events.

Light a Candle for Peace in Syria in Utrecht was the first event | attended during my research. This
event was organised by Syrians living in Utrecht, in cooperation with Dutch volunteers. The event
was used to raise awareness by Syrians in Utrecht about the situation in Syria. They used music,
speeches and a small play to show how they perceive the conflict and the situation in Syria under
Bashar Assad. Even though the majority of participants had been from Syria, there were also many
Dutch people taking part (Field Notes 18-03-16). Especially in Utrecht | came across a strong
connection between the Syrians and Dutch people. The Facebook page New Neighbours/ Utrecht has
over1.100 members, and Welkom in Utrecht over 7.700 members. Both of these groupshave been
very active in organising events with Syrians. New Neighbours/ Utrecht offeraplatform for Syrians
and Dutch citizens to get in contact with each other and to offer support. They help to facilitate
language partners orto donate furniture, electronics and clothes to Syriansin need. Moreover, they
are very much engaged on a social level and focus on sharing information with each other. The
organised events vary from cooking with each other to organising a political lecture led by Syrians
about the situation back home. Many Syrians from around Utrecht have voiced that they felt very

welcome and supported by the people in Utrecht. One of my participants stated that Utrecht is very
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well organised in dealing with Syrian refugees and that the Dutch people in Utrecht are very engaged.
He feltthey offered Syrians an opportunity to become active within Utrecht, and many Syrians have
taken this opportunity willingly. He considers that this form of activism might lead to greater political
activismamong Syrians (Interview 8-5-16). This Dutch support seems very important especially when
Syrians have only recently arrived in the Netherlands. They can supply Syrians with information

needed to get organised. This supportcan offera better opportunity for Syrians to become active.

This chapter showed the journey Syrians undertook and how this journey has changed their way of
activism. Many Syrians started with high expectations about their political opportunities in the
Netherlands. These expectations varied from influencing the conflict in Syria directly, influencing
Dutch politicians tointervene, and to educate the Dutch society and mediaabout the real situation.
These expectations can be seen as very ambitious and to a certain degree unrealistic. Being
confronted with the fear of Syrians being politically active and a certain lack of political
understanding, in addition to the feeling of not having a real impact in influencing the situation in
Syria, Syrians started feeling highly frustrated. Trying to deal with that frustration, some decided to
take a step back from their political activism to concentrate on humanitarian efforts or social
organisation. However, others are still aiming for these goals and are still positive about achieving
them. The next chapter, however, will look into the personal experience of four politically active

Syriansinthe Netherlandsand how they experience and perceive their political activism.
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Chapter 5: Personal Experience

This chapter will be looking at three of my interviews in more detail. It will show the personal
experience and feelings of each of the participants regarding their political activism in the
Netherlands. The interviews will give an overview of their political activism and the journey they have
undertaken uptothis stage. This chapter will show the personal motivations, strategies, expectations

and frustration of Syrian political activists in the Netherlands in the context of limited opportunities.

This chapter will not mention their ethnic backgrounds?, as this is not relevant to the chapter as it
will focus on their personal experiences and feelings. Each of these participants has been engaged
within a political organisationinthe Netherlands. All three try ortried to mobilise againstthe Assad
regime, and are therefore in favour of the Syrian opposition. | chose these three participants as all
three of them were engaged in an organisation and were active politicallyonaveryintense level. |

will discuss each case separately. The names of the participants have been changed.

Allthreeinterviews lasted between an hour or ninety minutes. Two of the interviews took place in a
restaurant, while the first took place at the participant’s house. In all three interviews, the
atmosphere was relaxed and comfortable. | had the impression that all participants were at ease
withtheinterview as|did notsee any indication of nervousness oranxiety. All participants seemed
to be happy and very willingly to talk to me. Most interviews were conducted in English, except in the
case of the last one during which | used an Arabic translator. Before starting the interviews, | first
talked about non-research related things. All the interviews were recorded and afterthey took place |

made field notes about my impression of the interviews.

Interview with Harm

The Organisation

Harm has beeninthe Netherlands since 2000 and had become politically activein 2011. Immediately
three days afterthe outbreak of the revolutionin Syriain 2011 he started to attend demonstrations
and to meetup with otherSyriansinthe Netherlands to start an organisation whichwould support
the revolution in Syria. The idea was to try mobilising people in the Netherlands and to provide
supportfor the activists backin Syria. They wanted to create contact with the Dutch mediatoinform
othersabout the situationin Syriaand to keep the general publicupdated. The aim was to create a

link between the Syrian community back in Syriaand the Syrian community inthe Netherlands. It

5> Except Rose as she has mentioned her background duringthe interview, the other participantsdid nottalk
aboutit.
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aimed at showing people in Syria that the Syrians in the Netherlands were part of their opposition
movement.

Providing some sort of supportto the peopleinternally and making the link between the

Dutch community, society, media, politics and the Syrian activists and the situation in Syria.

Before the conflict erupted in 2011 in Syria, Harm never thought of becoming politically active
himself. Following the news about the situation in Tunisiaand Egypt, he feltinspired. Butbefore the
Syrianrevolutionin 2011, he nevercared about the political situation in Syria, even though he comes
from a very political family and some of his brothers had been in prison for their political

engagementbackin Syria.

We were expecting some activities in Syria as well. Once that happened we thought it is our
momentourtime let’s get in involved in that. Everybody wanted to be [part of the movement]

because we thought thatthings would go smoothly, we had energy and we were optimistic.

Afterthis, he decided to become active and started to organise with other Syriansin the Netherlands.
Togetherthey established Het Syrische Comité®. The Syrians he engaged withhad all been living in
the Netherlandsforawhile. Many of them were already politically active ; some of themin political
partiesin Syriawhilst others were eveninvolved in political partiesinthe Netherlands. As many of
them were Kurdish they were already active in different Kurdish parties and Syrian opposition
parties, as well as Syrian communist parties or organisations. Very fewofthem had strong religious
or nationalistic backgrounds. A very small minority, underrepresented in the beginning of the

organisation, were in favour of, oreven members of, the Muslim Brotherhood.

But the majority, especially the younger generation of Syrians, were not politically oriented and not
politically coloured; which supported the organisation's aim. Harm guessed that about 14.000 Syrians
had been living in the Netherlands at that stage and about 5.000 of them were 1°! generation

immigrants. Many of them were pro-Assad, especially in the East of the Netherlands, butthey did not

become active at this stage. They became active later, as he states:

A couple of months they were in denial, they said nothing had happened in Syria. So there
was no reason forthem to become active. But later on, some of them became active...l know |
am aware of it, some of them showing up in the media, some of them were helping the Dutch
media to go to interview Syrian officials, facilitated that forthem. | know, some of themwere
gathering humanitarian support for the government. Some of them were debating in
discussions and even organising some demonstrations. | even attended a couple of them to

havea look around.

6 Even though many of them had been from Kurdish ethnicity, the group was still mixed and had members
from many different backgrounds.
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However, he believes that between two hundred and three hundred Syrians became active or
participated in the events organised by Het Syrische Comite in support of the Syrian opposition.
Beforehand there were no actove Syrian political organisations. They started off by organising social
and political events such as discussions or galleries. They also spoke in universities and to Dutch
politicians about the situation in Syria. When the situation in Syria kept escalating they moved
towards a humanitarian aid approach. As Harm states, this was their tool to keep the attention on

Syria. This gradual shift happened sometime between 2013 and 2014, according to Harm, as the
focus shifted towards humanitarian aid’” because the situation in the Syriawas goingso terribly that

theyall feltthey needed to do something. Consequently, politicalengagement didn’t seem to be that

8

useful anymore, 8 especially with the limited resources available. Many Syrians residing in the

Netherlands had invested a lot at this stage and had lost family in Syria. This had cost them a lot of
energy and emotional strength. When the situation in Syria continued to escalate theirengagement
moved towards humanitarian aid. Harm saw this as a tool to still keep the attention on Syria. The
Syrian community inthe Netherlands just felt they needed to do something, to help the people back

in Syria as the humanitarian situation kept escalating.

We had limited resources, so we had to make choices. Whateveryou want to do, you have to
do it in a careful way. So we thought that humanitarian work is more important. So it was a
means for us to draw attention and to be also politically active. And also it had to...I have to
mention this...with the public opinion in Europe. At a certain moment, people were not
interested anymore in the political situation in Syria. Everybody was telling us at a certain
moment ‘ahh Syria very complicated’...So we realised that nobody was interested, even the
media, not interested in the political situation but more into the humanitarian situation. So

being active on a humanitarian level was a way to draw attention to the situation politically.

Changing

As mentioned previously, Harm pointed out that they used their political engagementtoalsoinform
others about the political situation and their activism. He made very clear that this was not their
choice but the situation was so urgent that they needed to do something. Humanitarianaid became
the priority. Het Syrische Comité started organising events such as concerts or fleamarkets, with the
goal to collect as much money as possible to keep their humanitarian engagement in Syria going.
They would try to support local or individual initiatives in Syria by collecting second-hand clothes

from Dutch schools and shipping themin containers to Syria, but mainly torefugee campsin Turkey.

7 Mainly shipping clothes and medical goods to refugee camps in Turkey

8 He alreadystarted to feel at this stage, that their political engagement was not really successfulandthought
it would be better usingtheir resources to focus on humanitarianaid.
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However, some of the collected money was invested in buying medical equipment. He points out
that they tried to connect this engagement as much as possible with social, cultural and political
activities. However, trying to get additional funding from the Dutch government turned out to be

rather complicated.

They wantto support and give money, but of course, they haveto give it to parties they
know...keeping some Dutch organisations working®.

In terms of working together with other Syrian communities, they mainly focused on the Netherlands
as there was always the issue of funding. But as he mentioned therehad been interaction with other
Syrians all around Europe. One of the projects Harm pointed out was the paintingofa caravanin the
Syrian colours and to drive itaround Europe to draw attention tothe situationinSyria. The caravan
drove via Germany and Italy to Paris. They would stop in cities and with the help of the local Syrian
community organise demonstrations. However, he also states that the connectionandengagement
between the different Syrian communities around Europe are based on a minimum. They tend to
workto togetherthrough the exchange of information rather than organising events together. There
have been demonstrations asa community, forexample outside the Syrian embassyinBrussels but
that costs resources and organisation'®. Therefore, as a compromise, it would be a lot easier to
organise something in the Netherlands instead. Working and spreading information via Facebook
about events has become one of the main tools of organisation and communication of the Syrian

community.

Givingup Political Activism

At some stage, Harm decided to stop being politically active and decided to not nominate himself for

internal organisation elections.

Also at a certain moment, there was this feeling of disappointment, to be honest. It was a
disappointment in the situation, national community and what they are doing and how the
political movement in Syria evolved. So | was demotivated at a certain moment and yes
maybeit’s strangeto say but it | some sort of actually started losing faith in the entire...well in
how things evolved. So basically what | realised in that moment...ok we did a lot and people
are dying and the situation is just horrible. Everybody knows that everybody sees thatand the

public here in Europe is not interested anymore.

9 He felt that their organisation was notas established as other Dutch organisation, and therefore exposed to
intense competition as well as having felt that other organisations might have been more valued by the
Dutch authorities.

10 He expressed thatitis easierto mobiliseresources for humanitarianaid than for political events.
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He feltthatit did not matter what picture you would show people, the situation in Syria would not
change, as he felt people had stopped caring.
European governments will not interfere they do what they want and they will not do more

than that. So there is no pointin trying.

He felt they were reaching their limits and with that came a huge disappointment of the

international community. This became really clearto him when;

Actually, the turning point for me was when the chemical attacks [2013] happened and |
thoughtthis moment was the climax of the situation in Syria and now the world will bring an
end to the situation in Syrian...and then just a couple of days later there was this political
agreement between Russian and America to dismantle all the chemical weaponsinSyria...so
basically what they were saying was ‘okay you are allowed to kill your entire population but

not with chemical weapons’

The frustration kept growing as Harm felt they were putin a position in which they had to defend
themselves. He felt that when you were against Assad and in favour of the opposition, you had to
proof you were not in favour of Isis. So instead of continuing their work showing people what
happensinSyria, theyfeltforced to prove that they were not part of Isis. As he points out, having a
beard does not mean that you are an extremist. When he is reflecting on the situation now, he
realised thatthere was no progressin speakingtothe Dutch mediaand politicians. Inthe beginning,
theytried to help to create political pressure but thisfailed. Asagroup, they did not want to give the
impression that they were in favour of a military intervention. However, some people in the
organisation were in favour of that. As an organisation, they tried to avoid issues such as the Free
Syrian Army, because of their military activity. There were discussions from some members about
financially supporting the Free Syrian Army. However, they made it clearthatthey were againstsuch

support. Some members disagreed and therefore left the organisation.

Harm especially points out the frustration he felt when politicians were not listening to them. They
predicted at an early stage that people in Syria will start using weapons, religion will play a bigger
role and thatforeign fighters willcome to fight. He states that these things were predicted by them

and told to politicians without any effect.

Connectionto Syria

Lookingat their connections to Syriahe points out that the important thing was that people in Syria
knew that people inthe Netherlands were active. They also needed some sort of connectionto Syria
to be taken more seriously by the Dutch public. They tried to reflect Syrian voices here in the

Netherlands. But Harm also notes that it was important to realise that their organisation was not
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reflecting Syria as a whole, as they did not represent Syria’s diversity, as well as the fact that many
members had been in the Netherlands for a really long time. Some of their members became

members of the Syrian Nation Council and post-revolution organisations back in Syria.

When the new influx of new Syrians began he personally did not see thatthiswould have changed
theirpolitical activism. Having put theirfocus onthe political and humanitarian side of the conflict,
they once again had to change their focus to deal with the needs of the incoming Syrian refugees.
Providing supportandinformation toincoming refugees was crucial, and theyalsotried to connect
them to their organisation. He is not sure if that has worked, some Syrians have joined the
organisation but the numbers seem small in comparison to how many of them came to the
Netherlands. He rather believes that Syrians who are politically active do it on an individual level

rather than organisedina group.

When he reflects on what needs to change so people become more politically active he islooking at
the situationin Syria. He believes things need to change in Syriaon a political level. If the opposition
is moving towards finding a solution and reconciliation, people would be able to contribute to the
idea of a new Syria. They would be able to contribute to the stability of Syria. As a starting point, it
would be importantto remind people here that they would have the opportunity to contribute to the
stability and progressin Syria. Allin all, the situation forhimis very disappointing. The situation has
become stagnated and people need to feel that there is progress and that they could be part of it.
People needtofeelthatthey have beenlistented to. People feel disappointed and helpless against
the international influences and powers. He concludes that maybe a charismaticopposition leader
might help toimprove the situation, but aslongas international politics play theirgames with Syria

the normal everyday Syrian has no way of influencing that.

Interview with Amy and Rose

| came across Amy and Rose as they both recently (around 6 months ago) started their own
organisationin the East of the Netherlands. Both had been very helpfuland willingto meet me foran
interview. Atthe time of myinterview, Amy had beeninthe Netherlandsforabout5 years, shortly
before the conflict started in Syriain 2011. Rose had beeninthe Netherlands forabouttwo years at
this stage. At the beginning of our conversation, Rose mentioned quickly her political engagement in
Syria. In Syria, she worked together with non-violent activists to support the Syrian revolution. After
she neededtoleave Syriaand wentto Egypt, hoping she could return aftera few months. As thiswas
not the case she moved furtherto Turkey, and was later prevented from goingbacktoEgypt by the
Egyptian government. She stayed in Turkey foraboutfourto five months before she continued her

journeytothe Netherlands. Looking at heractivismin Syriashe describes herself asanon-violent
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activist. Together with her brother she participated in political protests and worked together with
other organizations. When her brother and friends had been arrested the situation became too
dangerous she neededtoleave Syriaand moved to Egypt. As Amy came before the Syrian revolution,
she had not been politically active. Beinginthe Netherlands atthat time she feltanurge to become

active but due to her private situation, she was initially not able to.

In Egypt, Rose did learn about non-violent resistance and even went to Bulgaria in 2013, to have
political training with the Otpor!! movement from Serbia.

The Organisation

The movementin Syriatried to make people interested in elections and tried to push local initiatives,
givingcitizens afeeling of responsibility. When Rose came to the Netherlands she had already been
politically active in Syriaand the revolution and did not want to stop with her engagement. Rose and
Amy started thinking about how to get Syriansin Europe and especiallyinthe Netherlands actively
engaged. After some careful thought, they decided to start their own organisation with the aim to
keep the connection between the Syrian diaspora and Syria as well as to create possible political
pressure on the Syrian and Dutch governments to intervene. The idea was it to make a change in
Syriathroughtheir political engagementinthe Netherlands. Arrivinginthe Netherlands it became
clear pretty quickly for the both of them that it would be very difficult to make the whole world
aware of the situationin Syria. As Amy points out when she arrivedin 2011, many Dutch people did

not know anything about Syria.
A: Now all they think about is Daesh?? and the Syrian regime fighting Deash.

Starting an organisation was for them the ‘official way’ of getting in contact with more Syrians and
the Dutch society. Integration plays acentral role forthe two of them. The aimis helping the Syrian
community tointegrate betterinto the Dutch society and creating contact between the twothrough
social events and interaction. Another point, which is very important for the two, is to keep the

contact between the Syrian community inthe Netherlands and Syria.

However, theirmain focus lies in the exchange between the Dutch and Syrian community. Up to this
stage, there are a few Dutch members who are actively engaged in the organisation. They help Syrian
refugeesto settle down afterarrivinginthe Netherlands. For both of them, itisimportant that the
Syrians here inthe Netherlands do notforget abouttheirroots and stay in contact with their Syrian
heritage. Rose points out that she believes that Syrians have to be reminded aboutthe positivity of

the revolution. Even thoughitseems that the situation got worse after 2011, they need to be

11 Serbian political movement against Milosevic, starting 1998 (BBC 2000).
12 Deashis referringto Isis
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reminded about the goal of the revolution, which is to achieve democracy and a betterlife in Syria. It
needsto be clear that the revolutionisimportantand was not a mistake.As the organisation is still
pretty youngand they are just at the beginning, they are only starting to get properly organised. They
shared some ideas with me about future possible projects. Both would | ike to connectsocial events
with a political content. One way of doing this was to create an exhibition with art about the
revolution and the warin Syria. This would be a way for them to get people talking and to create a
connection between the Dutch society and the conflict backin Syria. The big hope of thetwo is that
through events like this, as well as demonstrations, they can remind Syrians about the revolution
goalsand hope to keep them politically active and engaged in the revolution. Yet, the biggoal is to be
able to influence European governments to become active inregard to the problems in Syria. Both of

themrealise thatthisisa very ambitious goal and there isstill alot that needsto be considered.

So far they haven't established arelationship with organisations backin Syria, buttheyare in contact
with theirfriendsin Syriawho are politically active. Theirfriend network reaches all over Europe and
there are planning to expand to France very soon. They have been in contact with Syrians who are
livingin France and are interested in starting an organisation as well. They hope to establish branches
of theirorganisation all over Europe to become astrong political diaspora.

In regardsto otherorganisationsin the Netherlands, they are hopingto develop arelationship with

them (mainly Het Syrische Comite) as they are all Syrian and working for the same goal.

How to Engage

Both believe thatthere isageneral interest of Syrians livingin the Netherlands to become politically

active and engaged.

R: This is actually a very difficult point for the Syrian community. The Syrian people don’t like
to speak about political things and when the Syrian revolution began it was a kind of...it is not
because they don’t want to work as an activist butnow it is more complicated as the situation
became more complicated. For this, it is our goal how we can make it easier forthem to think
about these [political] ideas and how to do something. They don’t believe in how much the

people can do...especially after six years.

A: There are many people who are still active and would wantto do things butthat depends

on the situation.

Reflectingontheissue of what would need to change so more Syrians would politically active. Both
expressed theirhope that by organisinga meaningful event that will have the possibility toinfluence
something, people might realise that engagement can achieve something. They believeitisuptothe

political organisations to show that change is possible and to convince people to getengaged.
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R: This group or this event, for example, achieved something they will feel that they can do

more and start to trust themselves to achieve more.

Lookingat the real impact that Syrians might have on the situationin Syriaboth of them have a

differentopinion.

R: Can | give my own opinion? As an organisation, it is another one...actually for me | don’t
believe that we can make a big change. We have to stay in contact with our issue and our
revolution because there is a future. If we feel now that we are tired we will lose our
future...our future and our hope...but we know that our situation is not about the Syrian
people...it is about Russia, it is about Iran and America and Europe, it is about a lot of deals
between these countries and when they kind of have an agreement or deal they will solve the
problem in Syria but till that we will have to continue working. There will be two or three
generations of Syrians living here, they will forget their language, home and they will forget

about Syria then who will go back?

A: | have another opinion because I really think that we can make a big change. | think if the
Syrians are really working together to achieve something, and with a plan in their mind and

communicating with the Dutch people then | think we can influence the Dutch government.

Both of them agree that they need to keep working and hoping to influence the government to

politically intervene in Syria but not militarily.

The idea of comingtogetheras Syrians without paying attentiontothe ethical background became
more and more complicated after the revolution. Even though it had not been like this before,

Syrians are having more problemsin comingtogetherasa whole.

R: I am from a minority in Syria...| don’t believe in religion...but the Syrian peoplenow have a
very big problem with this kind of differences. It was not like this at the beginning of the
revolution but after some time...but we have the civil war...and if we think about these

differences we will not do anything becauseitis very complicated.

R: But if we forget that and try to do something serious maybe the people see someone doing
something good and then they can forget about the idea [religious differences]. But it is not

easy.
Answering my question whetherthey see thatas a problem atthe moment:

A: Atthe momentyes but Syrians used to live together without thinking about religion.
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This problem of division became more and more present afterthe firstyear of the civil war passed
by. Both assure me that theirorganisationis opento everyone and that they have members from all
ethnicities. However, there are differences within the Syrian community on how to achieve peace. As
Rose points out people often believesheisin favour of Assad as sheisan Alawite. Yet,they see the
political engagement of Syrians to grow as more Syrians arrive. Untill now their organisation is not
that big, but they have established a network all around the Netherlands. For them a lack of

resources playsalsoanimportantrole:

R: When | was working in Egypt it was really easy to move and it is not expensive...itis easy to
make people come together but like here it is very difficult to invite the people in the Hague to

anevent in Amersfoort butin Kairo it is easy.

A real problemforthemonan organisational level is that the Syrian communityisspreadall around
the Netherlands and they are lacking resources to come together. This lack of resources forces them
to create many things themselves. Additionally the point out that Syrians are inexperienced in

working political organisations and NGOs.

R: We as Syrians have no experience with this kind of work...the people don’t know how to

work together.

A: It is forbidden to speak about anything political in Syria so we are afraid..but now Syrian
peopleare learning. In ourorganisation, we are thinking about providing a training on how to

think politically.

They believeinworking with agrassroots level approach they will be able to influence the situationin
Syriastep by step. Asthey pointoutitis difficulttowork politically but also very difficult to leave this
work behind. They also experienced that it is easier to get people engaged on a humanitarian

approach. As many people preferto help but notto thinkabout Syriainthe political context.

R: The people preferto think about this kind of work...humanitarianevents

A: There are many groups in the Netherlands, which work for refugees or something similar.

They preferthat work.

They also believe that humanitarian engagement and social events can be used to as a tool to get
people tothinkabouta politics. Syrians are well ableto organise themselves on a humanitarian level

but notso much on a political one.

R: If you ask them to help they will do that but if you askthem “why do think this family is in

that situation?’ they will start thinking more aboutthat.
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Interview with Ali

Ali arrived in the Netherlands in March 2014 and had been reunited with his wife and daughterin
July 2014. Ali has been politically active since 2000. In this time he had to do his military service in
Syria. During this period,he became very aware of the unjust treatment of Syriansin the military. As
he describesithe was very aware of the fact that all military officials were Alawites, who treated the
othermembers with disrespect. When he started speaking up against thistreatment he was putin
jail forthe firsttime. His jail sentences lasted from October 2000 until October2001. Thisshould not
have been hisonlytimeinjail. He was arrested two more times forspeakingup and served another
20 months in prison from July 2002 and the last time for three years being released in 2007. The
prison he served his times was not a public prison but a prison, especially for military and political
prisoners. After this period he stayed active and when the revolution started in 2011, he
concentrated on helping other Syrians on a humanitarianlevel. He helped to supply food to areas in
need, helping people who have lost their homes to find a place to stay and trying to hide political
activists who were running away from Assad's troops. Having to leave Syriaand his family afterbeen

hit by a car bomb due to hissevereinjuries, he arrivedinthe Netherlands in March 2014.

Engagement

When Ali arrived in the Netherlands in March 2014 and received his medical treatment, he had to
readjust the way of how he would be politically active with having lost one arm, having trouble
walking and losing the majority of his eyesight. Shortlyafterarrivingin the Netherlands, he started
getting frustrated about the media coverage about Syria. In his opinion, the Dutch media was only
reporting on issues on Isis and put Isis in the centre of attention. He felt that the Dutch media was
missing the main point by only reporting on Isis and forgetting about the revolution against Assad.
Trying to air his frustration he started creating art to show people his side of the story. Being
impacted by his disabilities, especially by his bad eyesight, he decided to create posters and drawings
to get people's attention. He wanted to show people that the conflict was not aboutreligion. Trying
to proof his point he refers to himself and his wifeas they are from different religions and does not

matterfor them.
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3 Poster

Je mag je Gelukkig Prijzen Aylan !
We Zijn Allemaal Slachtoffer van hetzelfde oo
niemand Advocate General OM our dood.

The posters he is creating are used at demonstrations and other events. He says it is a good way to

express his opinion and emotions. His criticism against the mediais alsovery much portrayed in the
first picture. He is directly criticising the media coverage about the Aylan?!? case, pointing out that

every day children are dyingin Syria butthe mediaisonly picking certain storiesto cover.

When | first went on the streets in the Netherlands in October 2014 without any drawings or
poster, | realised that no one cared and no one paid attention. So | created somethingsothat
the people would look at me. | was not an artist but | became one just to do something

creative so | could reach people.

Starting off as an individual creating the posters together with his wife, he then decidedtogroup up
with other Syrians to work together on different art projects. Yet, he also decided to join the Het

Syrische Comité*asan active member.

13 The 3-year-old Syrian boy, who fled with his familyvia Turkey and drowned at the Turkish coastat the end of
August 2015 ( Frankfurter Allgemeine 2015)
14 Het Syrische Comité was founded in March 2011
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When | was in Syria | lost my hand and one eye and after that, | just needed to get out for
medical attention. When | arrived | was shocked that people here did not know Bashar Assad.

When the top terroristis BasharAssad.

I recently noticed that the Dutch media is covering the issues on Syria a bit fairer as they used
to. If the real situation in Syria will be portrayed in the news the conflict will not go on for

another fiveyears. | am not planning on staying here forever, | wantto go back.

During the interview, his frustration with the media coverage came more and more present. He
questioned himself how itis possible that the mediaseem to care more aboutthe terror attacks in
Parisand the people who died there thenthe Syrians who die every day. Especially when all of them

are human beings. He feels that the media coverage is hypocritical.

His work in the Het Syrische Comite is voluntary as for all members. With his work within the
organisation, he is hopingto help them fulfil their two main goals. Firstly, they try to send medical
equipmentand clothesto peopleinneedinSyria. Secondly, to reflect the reality of the revolution in
Syria and to inform people about what is happening. The Het Syrische Comite has also Dutch

members, who are actively engaged.

As he points out there are also some difficulties within the political active Syrian community.

Someof the people who are active forthe Syrian revolution are following their personal

benefit and want all eyes on them. They are not 100 percent revolutionaries.

Thereisalso a certain degree of disagreement within the Syrian community. As he points out, he did
not feel confident attending a light a candle for peace event as he felt the organiser were mainly
interestedin creatingabigeventratherthan bringingacrossthe right message. He decided he would
not participate as he feltlightinga candle for peace when Assad is still in powerwould not be right.

He would support events aboutthe revolution but not events that serve to promote individuals.

I amnot begging the people to supportorsent money but the problem is notsolved yet. So |
wantany possible way to get involved in Syria...if that means by politics, army, by supporting

the revolution just to take Assad out of the regime. | am asking to solve this problem.

My hope for Syria is to become democratic and to vote a new president democratically. | feel

motivated by how human the European people are.

No countryissupportingthe revolutionin Syriaone-hundred percent. This makes their situation as
political activists more complicated. Even though the Dutch governmentis offering the opportunities

for demonstration etc. they stilldo notinterveneand support the revolution in Syria. In the
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beginning of the revolution, you had people from all religious backgrounds worked together. But
after five yearswhennoone intervenedinthe conflict, you find Syrians now standing closer along
religious lines than they used to. Most of the Syrians are against the regime but many of them cannot

speakoutin publicasthey are afraid that theirfamilies backin Syriawill be attacked by the regime.

After theinterview

After| had my interview with Ali at the end of March, | met him on many otheroccasions afterwards.
He invited me to a poetry eventin Leiden, shortly after ourinterview, which gave me abetterideaof
how they were using art to inform people about theirreflexion of the situation in Syria. Eventhough
mainly Syrians attended, many of them havinglived inthe Netherlandsforalongtime, there were
also Dutch people who were interested especially in the poetry readings. The poems were written
and presented by the Syrian poet Ghayath Almadhoun. His work consisted out of poems about the

revolution andthe conflictin Syriaand the audience had the opportunity to ask questions.

Additionally, | met him on various demonstrations organised by the Het Syrische Comite. At the
demonstration, he played one of the main roles and was leading the attending people through the
demonstration. Out of all my interviews, he was the one | have seen being politically active and in
action many times. During all these brief meetings and throughout the interview he was very
passionate and enthusiasticabout his political activism. Reflecting back onit, it seems this political

activism was a big part of hisidentity here in the Netherlands.

Key Findings

These interviews gave a personal overview of the personal motivations, expectations, strategies and
frustrationsin a context of very limited opportunities. There are some key findingsregarding these
interviews, which are a very personal experience but represent the experience of Syrian political

activistsinthe Netherlands.

Motivations

These interviews illustrate the personal motivations of Syrians to become politically active. Harm
himself neverhad aninterestin political activism before 2011. Yet, afterthe revolution in 2011, he
felthe needed todosomethingand became active. He wanted to supportthe revolution and show
his support and therefore founded with other Syrians the Het Syrische Comité as a political
organisation. His key motivation was to create contact with the Dutch media and to inform them

aboutthe situationin Syriaandto keep the general publicupdated.

finally the Netherlands. For her, itseems there is no other option than to be political active. Although

it mightbe hard forheritis still betterthanto not be engaged at all. Amy had not been active in Syria
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but feltastrong commitmenttowards the Syrian revolution. Backin 2011, herpersonalsituationdid
not allow herto become active but she always had an urge to supportthe revolution and finally took

the initiative to become politically active.

Ali’s storyis differentthanthe previous ones. Havingto serve inthe military and speaking up about
theinjustice inthe military he had served several yearsin prisonin Syria. Having to leave his wife and
baby in Syria due to his severe injuries, he came to the Netherlands and continued his political
activism. Political activism seems to be a major and important part of his life. During the whole

interview, he was full of passion talking about his political activism.

The motivations for their political activism are diverse and connected to their background and

personal experiences.

Expectations

Veryinteresting and strikingto look at, are the very high expectations theyhave fromtheir political
activisminthe Netherlands. Even though there is seemingly alack of Syrian political activism in the

Netherlands, they seem hold great expectations of what they can achieve as activists *°.

One of the main expectations that came across in the interviews was to educate and to inform the
Dutch people and mediaaboutthe real situationin Syria. They expressed their concern that the main
focus in the media would lay on Isis and not on the conflict itself. They felt people would not take
Assad as a threat as seriously as Isis. They wanted a shift of the media’s concentration from Isis to the
revolution and the fight against Assad. Another goal was to get the Netherlands or even Europe to
intervene inthe conflictin Syria. Yet, the demandsvaried from sanctions (Amy and Rose) tomilitary
interventions (Ali). They felt they would be able through their activism to pressure the Dutch and
European governments tostep andinterveneintothe conflictin Syria. The perceived opportunities
by the participants to be able to actively influence the conflictand to getinternational actorsto step
inseemvery high, especiallyinregard to the limited Syrian activisminthe Netherlands. Inthis case,
opportunities which have not been there have been wrongly perceived by Syrian political activists.
Instead, they have to deal with a very limited set of opportunities. The concept of perceived
opportunity is arguing that opportunities have to be perceived by a group in order to be real
opportunities. The public needs to be aware of opportunities for successful protest activities
(Kurzman 1996: 153). In the case presented here, a mismatch occurs. The correlation between

subjective perceptions and structural conditionsis not holding true forthis case. AsKurzman points

15 Harm and Rose had these expectations at the beginning of their activismbutnot anmyore
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out, two possible mismatches can occur 1) when people fail to perceive opportunities, or 2) they
perceive opportunities where none exists (Kurzman 1996: 154). In this case, opportunities have been

perceived where none exists.

Frustrations

Starting with very high and even unrealistic expectations about the political opportunities in the

Netherlandstoinfluence the conflictin Syriathe limitation become clear quite quickly.

The reasons experienced forlimited opportunities for the fourinterviewees are diverse. Asthey have
pointed out there are very limited resources available to the Syrian diaspora as for example in
contrast to the Tamil Tigers, with substantial financialand technical resources atits disposal (Ember,
Emberand Skoggard 2005: 499). The lack of resources available forces themto pursue theirinterests
on a very low key. As stated by Harm did this limit their ambitions to pursue their interests and
organise events outside the Netherlands. Rose and Amy pointed out that they also have to deal with
very limited resources. This starts with having to create posters and decoration articles for events
themselves!® as well as finding locations for events, which are easily accessible from all over the

Netherlands astravellinginthe Netherlandsis very expensive for many Syrians?’.

Anotherfactorpointed out by themis the greater picture of the conflictin Syriaand the international
involvement. Realising the importantrole of these international actors, especially Russia, inregard to
the conflictin Syria has been very frustrating. Especially for Harm, who lost hope that countries like
the United States would intervene in the conflict. All of them felt helplesstoa certaindegree being
able to influence international actors to change their position. The importance and frustration can be
also seen in Ali’s posters; in which he criticises the role of Russia supplying Bashar Assad with
weapons!®, Anotherfactorbeingdescribedin the interviewsisthe apparentlack of Syrians working
together. AsRose pointsoutitis difficult for Syrians to come and to work together. However, all four
point out that ethnicity plays norole forthem and they would hope for the Syrians to come together

as a community.

Strategies

These interviews show different strategies, which have been picked by the individual activist.

One of the main strategiesis the connection of political and humanitarian objectives. Starting offasa
political organisation, the Het Syrische Comite moved towards a more humanitarian aid approach

sometime between 2013 and 2014 as Harm points out. This shift can be seenasa result of the

16 The sense | got duringthe interview is that both feel creatingtheir own posters etc. might make an amateur
impression on others.
17 Additionally, Syrians live all across the Netherlands.

18 Can be seen on poster 2.
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limited resources available and having to decide which way to pursue and the increasing need for
humanitarian supportforSyrian refugeesin Turkey butalsoin the Netherlands. The starting goal of
educating the Dutch media and people about Syria and the revolution shifted in priorities and
humanitarian aid started to become more important. This new focus is a reaction to the limited
political opportunities. As Harm points outin the interview, there was no progressin speakingto the
mediaand the Dutch public, the goal of educatingthe publiccouldn’t be achieved. Inthe beginning,
this had been a key motivation for Harm and during the term of his activism, he started to realise
that there are actually very limited opportunitiestodo so inthe Netherlands. Beingaware of these
limited opportunities led to high levels of frustration. As he states the situation became very
disappointing for himand people started feeling helpless. Consequently, thismeantfor him to stop

hisactivism as he did not have the feelingto be able to achieve anything.

Rose and Amy outlined a different strategy. They started a youth organisation in order to keep
people political engaged. They try to combine social and political objectives with each other. One of
their main goals, as highlighted in the interview, was to create a ‘meaningful event’ which would
motivate peopleandletthem believeinthe validity of the Syrian political activism. They believe in a
grassroots level approach to get people engaged and to successfully supportthe Syrian revolution.
Both of them are at the beginning with their organisation but very committed. Rose and Amy both
believein apeaceful resistance and Rose even tried to educate herself about political movements

and used an opportunity foraworkshopin 2013 to learn aboutthe peaceful resistance against

MiloSevic. They aim to educate Syrians about political activism and the possible ways to become
more active. It seems that their strategy, for now, is to mainly focus their activism on e ducating
people about political activism and to get people involved. In the interview, | had the impression that
theirfocusis not concentrated on educatingthe mediabutratherto engage with Syriansand to get

theminvolved.

Alialsofound his own strategy to use his opportunities to become political active. He had to adapt
his activism coming to the Netherlands due to his injuries. Starting to create political posters and
drawings and using them at a demonstration to present them to the public is his strategy to stay
active. The posters included in this thesis are only a sample. Many of them reflect his personal
experience as apolitical activistin the Netherlands and Syria. Eventhough he alsoisveryfrustrated

aboutthe currentsituation, he shows nosigns of giving up his activism anytime soon.

These three interviews gave an intimate inside into these people's historiesand experience. All of
these differfrom each otherand show a different way and approach to their political activism in an
environment of limited opportunity. They reflect different types of Syrian activists in the Netherlands

and theirinterviews help to understand their personal incentives.
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Chapter 6: Conclusion

In conclusion, of what has been presented in this paper, itcan be seen how the Syriandiaspora tries
to create and perceivestheir political space in the Netherlands. This paperstarted by looking at the
analytical framework of this thesis. This thesis focused on diaspora politics with attention to the
positive and negative influences of diasporas on the peace processes in their homeland as well as
political opportunity especially in regard to perceived and limited opportunity. Followed by the Syrian
context before and after 2011 and the vast influx of Syrian refugees into the Netherlands. Starting
the analysis of Syrian political activism in the Netherlands, this paper looked at the perceived
opportunities by Syrian and the changing set of political opportunity towards a very limited set of
opportunity. This chapter continued to look at the effects of dealing with this set of very limited
opportunities and the very high expectations of political opportunitiesin the Netherlands. Chapter 4
looked atindividual histories of Syrian political activists and gave, therefore, avery personal insight
intotheir motivations, strategies, expectations and frustrationsin a context of very limited political

opportunity.

This paper presented the very high expectations of Syrians comingto the Netherlands. They believed
the Netherlands asawestern democraticcountry would offer them an unlimited amount of political
opportunity to the point where they could influence the media coverage of the Syrian conflict and
get the Dutch government and potentially further European countries to intervene in Syria. These
ideas were widely shared among the participants. They felt that the mediafocusestoomuch on the
covering of Isis rather than on the issue of the revolution and Bashar Assad. In this case, the
perceived opportunities were not actually there and were wrongly perceived by Syrian political
activists. When this was realised by Syrian political activists they were suddenly confronted with a
completely different set of political opportunity. This set was in contrast to the expected
opportunitiesinthe Netherlands very limited. As this research has shown, peoplereacted with very
highlevels of frustration to this set of limited opportunity. Some Syrian political activists took their
consequences out of this frustration and stopped their political activism completely. Othersstopped
their activism as well but yet decided to put their main focus on their humanitarian efforts.
Perceiving opportunities were there are none can have a vast impact on political activism. This case
illustrates the frustration and demotivation political activists have to deal withwhen confronted by
wrongly perceived opportunities as well as very limited opportunities. However, it shows also how
easily opportunities can be wrongly perceived by a diaspora. The literature rather focuses on
opportunities that are existent but were not perceived by social movements. Lookingat it from the

opposite angle shows the importance and influence perception can have on social movements. The
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way in which a social movement deals with limited opportunities can tell a lot about how they
perceive their political space. Inthe Syrian case, there is a clear shiftfrom believinginavastamount
of political opportunity to having to deal with very limited political opportunities. This shows that

opportunities are not stagnated and can change overtime as well as potential political space.

The concept of diaspora politics tends to focus on the possible positive or negativeimpacts diasporas
can have on peace negotiations in their homeland but does not really look into what happensto a
diasporathat has potentially noimpactatall. The Syrian political diasporainthe Netherlands at this
stageis verylimitedinitsimpacttoinfluence the conflictin Syriaand can be usedas a case study to
analyse the impact these limitations can have on a diaspora. As outlined already these limitations
result in high levels of frustrations and disappointment. In order to keep people engaged in the
political activism, political organisations have to find a way to keep activists engaged and to

overcome theirfrustrations.

All interviewees have been engaged in humanitarian efforts, which is very representative for the
Syrian diaspora in the Netherlands. Some of them continued to only focus on these efforts when
confronted with the limited political opportunity. As pointed out, some saw their humanitarian
efforts asa way to keep people engaged and to make the publicaware of the humanitarian crisis in
Syria. Additionally, all three organisations | have discussed, combine their political objectives with
social and humanitarian objectives. On the one hand there is a certain demand for social support
especially regarding the vastinflux of Syrian refugees comingintothe Netherlands, however, itis a
way to get people engaged in the organisation and to get them engagedin the political activism as

well.

Part of the set of limited political opportunity is the limited Syrian political activism in the
Netherlands. The limited Syrian political activism has diverse reasons, whichhave been previously
outlined as follows; limited trust among the Syrians, limited trust in the Syrian opposition, lack of
political knowledge and the fear of consequences for family back in Syria when getting politically
active inthe Netherlands. Thesefactors all play directly into the lack of Syrian political activismin the
Netherlands and the high frustrations Syrian political activists feel about theiractivism. Especially,
the limited trustinthe Syrian opposition was mentioned as one of the possible mainreason for the
lack of Syrian political activism in the Netherlands. People felt that if the situation in Syria would
change and the opposition would have astrong clearleadership more people would be inclined to
get politically active. Additionally, the lack of political knowledge was mentioned various times. It was
stated that potentially Syrians might be interested in becoming politically activebut simply did not
know how. This can be directly related to the lack of political opportunity in Syria before 2011 and

very limited political opportunity after 2011. Another issue discussed, is the fear of Syrians to be
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identified as political activists against Assad as they fear consequences for their families back home in
Syria. This fear has a greatimpact on the Syrian political activistsinthe Netherlands. Some activists
told me they would not want that pictures of them would be in newspapers and some were even
afraid to attend as demonstrations as they feared Assad supporters would report them. Even though
this fear has not stopped the people interviewed from becoming politically active, it has certainly
influenced Syriansin the decision to not become politically active. A certain level of distrustis also
reflected amongthe Syrian political activists. It was voiced that people feel some activists are only
political active to make a name for themselves and are not really committed to the real cause.
However, interviewees have pointed out that ethnicity plays no important role for them and their
activism and that Syrians of all ethnicities used to be living peacefully nextto each other. Yet, they
also have pointed outthat itis not easy and more problematicfor Syrians now to come togetherand

work with each other.

This distrust among the Syrian diaspora might be one explanation for the rather individualistic
approach to become political active. The majority of Syrians are not actively engaged in an
organisation. They work on an individual leveland are not eagerto join an organisation atthe current
stage. Only a minority of the participantsis actively engagedin an organisation. The vast amount of
political activism on anindividual level seems somehow logical, considering the ethnicdiversity of the
Syrian population and diaspora. Yet, taking into account that all participants have voiced that for
them ethnicity is not important and they communicate and associate with all ethnicities, it seems
rather striking. There is a certain degree of denial about acceptingthatthisisa problem among the
Syrian diaspora. People were quite reluctant to talk about the internal issues of coming together as
Syrians. There is an acknowledgement about thisissue and people have pointed out that backin Syria
there usedtobe noissuesamongthe different ethnicities. Yet, they have also explained that people
did not discuss religion and politics among each other. The Syrian revolutionin 2011, offered a new
set of political opportunity to discuss topics like politics and religion. The new opportunity to openly
voice theiropinion abouttheir political stance has also additionally led to disagreement amongstthe
Syrians. Some Syrians want the revolution to be peaceful, others want a strong Syrian opposition
army and in turn, others want a military intervention or sanctions put on Syria by the international

community.

The presented findings are the key findings of this paper. They explain how Syrians trytocreate and
perceive their political space in the Netherlands. This paper looked at the impact of wrongly
perceived political opportunity and therefore adds an important element to the academic debate
about opportunities. As already outlined, do these wrongly perceived opportunities play an

important role in the way Syrians try and perceive their political space in the Netherlands. This
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perception changes for many of them overthe time and shifts towards aset of very limited political
opportunity. This paper outlined how Syrians try to adapt to this new set of limited political
opportunity and the way they try to create their political space. Importantly, this paper looks at a
diaspora which has no impact at the current stage of the conflict in their homeland and adds
therefore tothe academicdebate of diaspora conflicts. We see the way limited political opportunity

limits the way in which the Syrian diaspora can influencetheirhomeland conflict.

As forrecommendations forfurtherresearch, thereisastrongincentive tofurtherresearchthe role
of individual activism within the Syrian diaspora. Especially, in regard to starting their own
organisation. The interviews convey a certain degree of individualism especially in regard to political
activism. This has the potential to be further investigated and to look at the reasoning behind this
individualism and why it seems that Syrian political activists do not want to engage in political
organisation and rather want to start their own organisation. Additionally, the Syrian diasporais still
veryyoungand theirset of opportunityis notfixed. Yet, thereisalack of Syrian political activism at
the momentwhichisopento a possible change in the future. Especially, when the Syrian oppositions
are able to show a strongleadership, Syrian political activism mightincrease overtime. Itisstillupto
see if the Syrian diaspora will be able to allocate resources over time as they become more
established. Therefore, there is stillresearch needed tolook at theirrole in the possible futureabout

theirinfluencesregarding the conflictin Syria.
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Appendix 1

Interview Table
Date Area Gender Ethnicity Active in an
Organisation
25-03-16| Utrecht Male Sunni No
30-03-16| Leiden Male Sunni Yes
(Ali)
06-04-16| Utrecht Male Sunni No
08-05-16| Utrecht Male Sunni No
15-05-16| Utrecht Female Armenian No
Christian
01-06-16| Leiden Female Christian Yes
01-06-13| Amsterdam Male Sunni No
05-06-16| Rotterdam Male Kurdish No
15-06-16| Utrecht Male Kurdish Yes
(Harm)
16-06-16| Utrecht Female Sunni Yes
(Amy)
16-06-16| Utrecht Female Alawite Yes
(Rose)
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