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Introduction 

 In 2023, there was a program for international relations which I had taken that 

explained the need for cooperation and education on global climate change. One of the 

classes involved reading an article about climate change and its effects on Syria in 2011. 

From my initial perspective prior to reading this article, the Syrian Arab Spring and 

subsequent civil war was seen as another conflict in the Middle East. A dictator who ran a 

country was being overthrown as already seen in Egypt. What this article did was show that 

the collapse of a polity was not simply because of a loss in support by the common people. 

Instead, there are elements which can lead to a greater collapse that may not be a result of any 

action which the polity had done. In other words, everything is interconnected and nothing 

happens in a vacuum. Two years later I am in another program involving archaeology 

discussing the Late Bronze Age Collapse. During this class, a theory from Mario Liverani is 

discussed. This theory was about the invasion of the Sea Peoples which is credited with 

causing the collapse of multiple Late Bronze Age polities. Mario Liverani claimed that 

instead of an outside group causing the fall of these polities, that instead it was internal 

migrations by roving bandits and nomadic groups. During this discussion, the previous 

discussion about climate change in Syria during 2011 reappeared in my mind. More 

specifically, how the climatic shift in Syria led to the now unemployed agrarian population to 

move into the urban centres in search for employment. After the move, dissent against the 

government of Bashar al-Assad grew and soon led to the Syrian Arab Spring. It was reading 

about the events of the 2011 Syrian Arab Spring and the theory of Mario Liverani which led 

me to do my thesis on climate change in Syria during the Bronze Age and 2011. 

 Typically, when seeing papers or discussing the fall of polities in history, the natural 

world is less discussed. More commonly, the discussion moved towards the internal policies 

of a polity. Otherwise, the discussion leads to the power of outside forces versus those within 

the polity. In a classicist perspective, this can be the fall of the Achaemenid Empire, with the 

unexpected strength of the Macedonian armies along with dissent by the Greek and Egyptian 

populations within the empire. Later examples can include the collapse of the Russian Empire 

with an unpopular autocrat combined with a population demoralized from losses in the First 

World War. Examples from a migratory perspective include the Germanic migrations into 

Central and Western Europe leading to the fall of the Western Roman Empire. This case saw 

the Germanic invaders initially cooperate with the Romans, only for later dissent among the 

Germanic leaders to result in first the fall of Rome to the Visigoths in AD 410 followed by 

the overthrow of Romulus Augustulus by Odoacer in AD 476. All of these summarizations 



leave at least one aspect from the understanding for the collapse of polities. That aspect being 

the natural world and the events which change how a polity operates. For the Russian 

Empire, war exhaustion came with the movement of people into the major cities from the 

western frontier. This frontier, which included the breadbasket of the empire, Ukraine, was 

devastated and with it came famine for the Russian population. The Western Roman Empire 

saw the migration of Germanic peoples into their territory as a result of nomadic migrations 

from the Pontic Steppe, specifically the westward movement of the Hunnic Empire. Another 

Roman Example comes from the Eastern Roman or Byzantine Empire. When the Sasanids 

conquered Egypt, the Byzantine Empire was no longer able to feed their subjects, leading to a 

period of internal strife. While in some of these examples there is a man-made reason for the 

collapse of a polity, there is also an environmental and internal factor. 

The intention of this thesis is to show how climate change affected polities which 

were located within the confines of modern Syria and give a comparative analysis. Init ially, 

the intention of this thesis was simply to discuss the migration of peoples that coincided with 

the collapse of polities in Syria. The problem with having such a narrow topic was that the 

migrations which led to these polities to collapse were not random events. Instead, there was 

a catalyst, and in the case studies which I am using it was a change in the local climate. This 

led me to look into another aspect about the collapse of these polities, and that is how they 

functioned. Coincidentally, all of the polities used for this thesis had a similar system of 

governance. While those during the Bronze Age were hereditary monarchies, the Syrian Arab 

Republic was a republic with a de facto hereditary succession. This similarity was 

compounded with the authoritarian, if not totalitarian, system of governance which all of 

these polities employed. The extreme centralization of the polities was also noted, with 

economic policies being regulated by those who were the heads of the polity. A final 

important similarity I found was the cult of personality which the leaders of these polities had 

manifested. While they were not all of the same vigor or intensity, they all shared an aspect 

of the leader being the central figure and epitome of the polity. For some polit ies the leader 

was the culmination of all the previous great leaders of the region. For other polities, the 

leader was a god whose legitimacy was assumed by their divinity. These similarities in how 

the polities functioned along with the migratory situations led to me wanting to compare 

Syria in both times. This comparison between the Bronze Age and the 2011 Arab Spring is to 

show at least two things which I noticed in researching all three sections. The first is that 

polities rise and fall in cycles based on changes within the natural world. This means that no 

polity will last forever and will either constantly adapt or be replaced with another polity. The 



second is to show that despite the modern world being seemingly above the natural world, 

modern polities still require the natural world to function. This is especially seen with the 

2011 Syrian Arab Spring, as the problems which caused the collapse of the Syrian Arab 

Republic originated from changes in the natural world. The end goal with this thesis is to 

show that since modern polities are still vulnerable to climate change that there is still a 

present need to properly maintain the natural world. Another aspect may be more optimistic 

in that nothing the shifts seen in the natural world, while accelerated by human development, 

are not something which humanity have not seen before. Even during the earliest 

establishment of polities, there were always climatic changes, it is how polities and societies 

responded that determined a continuation, ruse, or fall in them. A final point of intent is that 

we can find solutions from the ancient world to modern problems, but also warnings from 

both the ancient world and more recent events. In every section, there is a pattern of problems 

which can be found in how polities historically functioned and are looked into in each 

example given. To best summarize what this thesis is about, there is a quote which states that 

there is no unique or permanent change but rather cycles throughout history. 

What solidified my desire to analyze Syria and climate change in the Bronze age and 

modern period were the events in Syria which coincided with my first year at the University 

of Pavia. During my first year, Syria saw the end of its civil war, with the Syrian Arab 

Republic being replaced with a new interim government. This saw not only the end of the 

Assad dynasty in Syria but also the Ba’athist ideology ruling a country. Again, there were 

comparisons which could be made with the fall of polities at other points in history. The 

continuation of a similar identity mirrors what happens with other collapsing polities. In civil 

wars this is more common, but occasionally this is seen with polities which have no direct 

connection with the previous polity in the region. Odoacer, the Germanic King of Italy, was 

not seen as the end of the Western Roman Empire in contemporary times but instead the King 

of Italy at the behest of the Eastern Roman Emperor. The later Frankish and Ottonian 

monarchies in Europe continued the legacy of Rome despite the minimal connection between 

their people and the Western Roman Empire. After the conquest of China by both the 

Borjigin and the Jurchens, both groups integrated aspects of the earlier Chinese bureaucracy 

and administration, leading to these “barbarians” embracing the Chinese system of 

government. In other instances, the Syrian Civil War saw other polities and societies – such 

as Turkey, the Druze, and the Kurds in the Rojava region – take advantage to try and either 

expand their territory or become independent polities. This again is seen in history with 

societal collapses. The Russian Civil War saw multiple self-declared independent polities and 



governments with the intention of establishing a new order from a collapsed system. Some 

proclaimed successorships from the previous regime while others declared a separate identity, 

be it cultural, ideological, or geographic. In both cases, this is also seen in Syria with the 

earlier examples given within this thesis. 

 For the question of why I chose Syria over other regions, one answer is my previous 

time seeing Syria as an example for collapse. There is another pertinent reason, that being 

how different each example I will use is to each other. Despite the superficial similarities 

already given, all three points in the history of Syria show a different type of polity with a 

differing level of power. For the Early Bronze Age, the Akkadian Empire is used, which was 

at the time of its inception the first major empire in world history. Ugarit, meanwhile, was a 

significant trading site and city-state along the Alawite coast of Syria. While they were a 

major trading site, Ugarit was not a major power, instead being a polity which was fought 

over between the Hittite and Egyptian Empires. The Syrian Arab Republic was not a major 

power in Western Asia even during its height. Instead, it was part of a network of alliances 

with equal or greater powers such as Egypt under Nasser, Iran under the Islamic Republic, 

and Russia and the Soviet Union. The Syrian Arab Republic was a means between the 

extremes of Ugarit and the Akkadian Empire. Syria required protection from other nearby 

polities but was also able to fend for itself, such as the de facto conquest of Lebanon during 

the Lebanese Civil War. Another reason is the geographic location of Syria and the fairly 

consistent climate of the region. Syria is part of a larger crossroads for the continents of 

Europe, Asia, and Africa. Therefore, there has historically been a lot of interconnection 

between the three continents which revolves around the Levantine coast, including Syria. The 

region also never had a purely isolated history from other polities, with both Egypt and 

Mesopotamia having the earliest known polities in human history. For climate, Syria has 

since the Bronze Age to the modern day had a consistently arid and semi-arid climate, 

meaning the changes in one period can be seen again in a later one. 

 For the final question as to how this thesis will be structured, there are four parts 

which will be explained. First, there is a section on how climate affects polities in general 

using a model created by Thomas F Homer-Dixon. This model shows how climate change 

leads to both internal and external shifts that affect the functions of polities. This model will 

be used as a baseline for how the polities which are written about fell. A further aspect which 

will be looked at is how climate has changed in Western Asia. This will include looking into 

the end of the last Ice Age and kiloyear events which affected Western Asia. Afterwards, the 

collapse of the Syrian Arab Republic will be looked into. For the Syrian Arab Republic, a 



background will be given to how the modern state of Syria was established. Afterwards, the 

history of the Syrian Arab Republic from its establishment until 2011 will be discussed with 

the intention of giving background to why the events of 2011 happened. After this, the events 

of the 2011 Syrian Arab Spring will be analyzed with the background information given 

already to show why these events happened. The next section will be about the Late Bronze 

Age Collapse in Syria. This section will cover the Late Bronze Age in Western Asia in its 

entirety as background information. This is due to how the main aspect which will be 

analyzed, the collapse of Ugarit, was under the subjugation of more powerful polities within 

this region. After this, the history of Ugarit as a polity will also be shown from its known 

settlement until the collapse of the polity. For the Late Bronze Age section, migrations will 

be prominent in the section. Migrations during the Late Bronze Age were both internal and 

external to Western Asia. Due to the small size of the Ugarit polity, the discussion around 

migration will revolve more around whether the migrations which led to the Late Bronze Age 

Collapse were from within Western Asia or from groups outside of the region. The final 

sections of this thesis will cover the Akkadian Empire in Syria. While the Akkadian Empire 

itself was not centered around Syria, it was a major part of the Akkadian Empire and its later 

quasi-successor polities. Specifically, The Akkadian Empire was the foundation for many 

later polities in how they functioned. Furthermore, Syria during the Akkadian Empire was at 

a higher risk for climate change compared to the center of the polity in Mesopotamia. This 

section will begin with the history of the Akkadian Empire with specific emphasis on the 

reigns of Sargon the Great and Naram-Sin. After this, the history of the Akkadian Empire in 

Syria will be discussed further, with emphasis on specific settlements both within 

Northeastern Syria and on the frontiers of the empire. The reason for giving this difference is 

due to the conflict in sources and lack of reliable evidence for long-term Akkadian 

governance the further away settlements are from Mesopotamia. The last section for the 

Akkadian Empire will look at how climate change led to the end of the empire and the 

migrations which came afterwards. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Chapter I: From Modern to Ancient: Systemic Approach to Societal Collapse and 

Climatic/Environmental Change 

 Since the start of human society, there have been changes in how people interact both 

with those inside of their communities as well as those deemed outside of these communities. 

Beyond these interactions, human societies also have to respond to changes within their own 

environments. This includes both natural and “man-made” challenges, the latter of which can 

create further natural changes. The most consistent of these challenges is changes in the 

climate. This change can range from minor changes in a local environment to large-scale 

global shifts of multiple climates. In a modern context, this is referred to as “climate change” 

and while in this context there is an implied “man-made” reason for this challenge, climatic 

change has occurred prior to human polity.1 Regardless of how this factor historically or 

currently comes into play, it nevertheless exists as a major role for how a society builds itself 

and functions.2 To understand how the climate can create or destroy states, a theory proposed 

by Thomas F Homer-Dixon will be used.3 This theory states that with a decline in renewable 

resources – in either the quality, quantity, or both – there comes a decline in the accessibility 

of these resources, leading to a down spiraling effect on a society.4 While resource scarcity 

can be a main catalyst for polity-wide collapse, there are also independent factors which can 

come into play.5 However, in all cases it is both the functions of the polity and the natural 

environment which leads to either the rise and prosperity of a polity or its fall. There are other 

theories for how societal collapse can happen, such as a cyclical theory showing collapse as a 

result of natural changes to an environment.6 While this theory will not be primarily used, it 

shows the significance of climate change in not only the collapse of a society but also in the 

creations of societies.7 

 The theory by Tomas F Homer-Dixon is made to relate the collapse of polities with 

changes to the climate or at the very least fluctuations which can result from either human or 

natural events.8 More specifically, this theory is an attempt to explain why conflicts happen 

                                                
1 Arie S. Issar & Mattanyah Zohar, Climate Change– Environment and History of the Near East, (2007), 6.   
2 Ibid, 6. 
3 Thomas F Homer-Dixon, “Environmental Scarcities and Violent Conflict: Evidence from Cases,” 

International Security, Vol. 19, No. 1 (1994), 6. 
4 Guy D. Middleton, “Nothing Lasts Forever: Environmental Discourses on the Collapse of Past Societies,” 

Journal of Archaeological Research, Vol. 20, No. 3 (2012), 258. 
5 Graeme S. Cumming & Garry D. Peterson, “Unifying Research on Social-Ecological Resilience and 
Collapse,” Trends in Ecology & Evolution, Vol. 32, No. 9 (2017), 696. 
6 David D. Zhang, Hary F. Lee, Cong Wang, Baosheng Li, Qing Pei, Jane Zhang, Yulun An, (2011), “The 

causality analysis of climate change and large-scale human crisis,” PNAS, 17298. 
7 Ibid, 17298. 
8 Homer-Dixon, 8. 



between peoples, be they internal or interstate.9 From the general findings, there were six 

“types” of environmental changes which generate group conflict.10 These being greenhouse-

induced climate change, ozone depletion, degradation of agricultural land, degradation of 

forests, pollution of freshwater, and depletion of fisheries.11 These environmental changes 

can occur both as a result of natural climate change as well as human intervention in the 

environment.12 These six types of environmental degradation are then used in the creation of 

four flowcharts which show cause-and-effect relationships between different factors.13 The 

first of these four flowcharts shows two separate factors independently creating a similar end 

result.14 In this case a decrease in resources plus a rise in population creating unequal access 

to resources, then creating a rise in environmental scarcity.15 The second chart uses the same 

factors but has unequal access creating the decrease in resources.16 The last two charts that 

are given show how complex environmental factors can then create the backdrop for later 

social problems for a state.17 The conclusion of the article then goes into detail about how 

these problems for a state can then create a snowball effect for neighbouring states.18

 
(Fig. 1: Flowchart correlating environmental scarcity with social conflict [Homer-Dixon]) 

 

SECTION I: Climate Change in History 

                                                
9 Ibid, 8. 
10 Michael Kevane & Leslie Gray, “Darfur: rainfall & conflict,” Environmental Research Letters, (2008), 1-2. 
11 Homer-Dixon, 8. 
12 Ibid, 8. 
13 Ibid, 10. 
14 Ibid, 10-11; 31-32. 
15 Ibid, 31. 
16 Kevane & Gray, 7. 
17 Ronnie Ellenblum, The Collapse of the Eastern Mediterranean: Climate Change & the Decline of the East, 
950-1072. Cambridge University Press (2012), 19. 
18 Susan Martin, “Climate Change, Migration, and Governance,” Global Governance, Vol. 16, No. 3 (2010), 
398. 



 Climate change has been a part of global history since the beginning of the creation of 

Earth.19 For the context of this chapter, however, only climatological shifts which have 

occurred during the existence of modern humans will be analyzed, starting from the 

Pleistoscene. Furthermore, I will consider here either global climatic shifts or more localized 

ones within the area of the Levant and Mesopotamia, which is the broad geographic area 

considered in this thesis. The term “climate change” will also be used interchangeably with 

“climate variability.” While these two definitions are used for human and natural shifts in the 

climate respectively, for the sake of brevity, the phrase “climate change” will be used for 

both contexts. Much of the evidence for these climactic shifts come from Greenlandic and 

Antarctic ice cores.20  

 The first of these climatological events in modern human history was the Last Glacial 

Period, also known as the “Ice Age” which lasted from the Late Pleistocene until the 

beginning of the Holocene.21 During this period, there was a decrease in the global 

temperature and an extreme expansion of glacial fields.22 This glacial expansion went as far 

south as the Northern continental United States.23 In the context of modern Syria, the region 

saw semi-desert along the coast with extreme desert conditions more inland.24 During this 

period the Tigris and Euphrates Rivers were part of the larger Ur-Shatt river system.25 The 

nearest ice fields to the Levant and Mesopotamia were found in modern-day Turkey, Iran, 

and the Caucasus.26 During the later part of this Late Pleistocene, known as the Bølling–

Allerød Interstadial, temperatures in the Northern Hemisphere rose significantly, though to a 

lesser extent in the Middle East.27 During this period the presence of cereal grains in the 

Levant region also occurred.28 In much of the world there was megafauna which was a major 

source of food for early humans.29 

                                                
19 Chad M Eliason, Leah Hudson, Taylor Watts, Hector Garza, & Julia A Clarke, “Exceptional Preservation and 

the Fossil Record of Tetrapod Integument,” Proceedings: Biological Sciences, Vol. 284, No. 1862 (2017), 1. 
20 Issar & Zohar, 165. 
21 G. DeBlonde & W.R. Peltier, “Late Pleistocene Ice Age Scenarios Based on Observational Evidence,” 

Journal of Climate, Vol. 6, No. 4 (1993), 709. 
22 Ibid, 713. 
23 Ibid, 713. 
24  Maurício E. Graipel, Matheus S. Lima-Ribeiro, Jorge J. Cherem, Paul R. Momsen Miller, José A.F. Diniz-
Filho, Nilton C. Cáceres, “Seasonality and Desertification drove the Global Extinction of Megafauna in the Late 

Quaternary,” Quaternary Science Reviews (2024), 2. 
25 Lanari, Alex Boutoux, Claudio Faccenna, Frederic Herman, Sean D. Willett, Paolo Ballato, “Cenozoic 
exhumation in the Mediterranean and the Middle East”, Earth-Science Reviews, Volume 237, (2023), 21. 
26 Ibid, 5. 
27 Ibid, 13. 
28 Graipel et al, 2. 
29 Ibid, 2. 



 After the Pleistocene is the Holocene, specifically the Holocene Climate Optimum, 

which occurred just before the rise of the first polities.30 During this period, temperatures rose 

from the Last Glacial Maximum by approximately 4.9 degrees centigrade.31 For the Middle 

East, this meant a lack of cold winters and the growth of savanna compared to the initial 

desert and semi-desert biome from the Pleistocene.32 Global sea levels also rose with the 

rising temperatures.33 During the Holocene was also the 8.2 kiloyear event, which saw a drop 

in the global average temperature.34 For Mesopotamia, this event lasted for around 300 years 

and was a long period of aridification and cooling.35 

 While the previous two ages for climatic change occurred in times when complex 

human polities were either in a scattering of locations or nonexistent, later Holocene 

climactic events occurred at the earliest over 2000 years after the beginning of human 

polities.36 The first of these which affected the Middle East was the 4.2 kiloyear event which 

started around 2200 BC and lasted for four generations until around 2100 BC.37 This was one 

of the two major climactic events which occurred during the Bronze Age and in both cases 

there were major declines in prominent polities.38 What caused the 4.2 kiloyear event was the 

weakening of the Atlantic meridional overturning circulation, which is a main ocean current 

that affects the climates of North America and Europe.39 This caused other major climatic 

systems to shift both in location and variability.40 This time period also saw glacial advance 

and increased volcanic activity, meaning this period was a cooling event for the Earth.41 For 

the Middle East, this period saw a period of aridification with a brief period of increased 

humidity, known as a “W-shaped event.42” This period in Mesopotamia saw a rise of 

                                                
30 Dominik Fleitmann, Matthew Bosomworth, Diary Ali Mohammed Amin Al-Manmi, Melanie J. Leng, Diana 
Sahy, Karen Radner, Alistair Morgan, Alistair W.G. Pike, Mark Altaweel, “Mid-Holocene hydroclimatic 
optimum recorded in a stalagmite from Shalaii Cave, northern Iraq”, Quaternary Science Reviews, (2025), 1. 
31 Ibid, 9. 
32 Ibid, 10. 
33 Ibid, 10. 
34 Ibid, 11. 
35 Ibid, 11. 
36 Cumming & Peterson, 703. 
37 Ibid, 703. 
38 Ibid, 703. 
39 Mohamed A. Almarri, Marc Haber, Reem A. Lootah, Pille Hallast, Saeed Al Turki, Hilary C. Martin, Yali 
Xue, Chris Tyler-Smith, (2021), “The genomic history of the Middle East,” Cell, Volume 184, Issue 18, 4621. 
40 Ibid, 4616. 
41 S. Badertscher, A. Borsato, S. Frisia, H. Cheng, R.L. Edwards, O. Tüysüz, D. Fleitmann, 
(2014),“Speleothems as sensitive recorders of volcanic eruptions – the Bronze Age Minoan eruption recorded in 
a stalagmite from Turkey,” Earth and Planetary Science Letters, Volume 392, 58. 
42 Almarri et al, 4614. 



salinization in modern-day Southern Iraq as well as longer sandstorm, or shamal, seasons.43 

Sea temperatures were also cooler which contributed to the aridification of the region.44 

 For the Late Bronze Age Collapse, there is evidence of climactic shifts in the 

Mediterranean region, including the Middle East.45 During this period, as with the 4.2 

kiloyear event, there was another shift from the initial increased humidity and temperatures to 

a colder and more arid environment.46 As a result, water levels in the Middle East were 50 

meters lower than the modern day.47 There are questions as to whether this shift towards 

drought conditions was spontaneous, as seen with similar droughts in the 1970s in Northwest 

Africa, or the culmination of a long term decrease in precipitation.48 Volcanic activity is also 

said to have caused this climactic shift, with the Hekla 3 volcanic eruption in Iceland 

potentially causing a volcanic winter.49 

 Between the Late Bronze Age Collapse and the Modern Day, the Middle East has also 

been affected by other “warm periods” and “ice ages,” such as the Roman Warm Period, the 

Little Ice Age, and the Mediaeval Warm Period.50 In all of these cases, the results of these 

climactic shifts were due to natural causes. Since the Industrial Revolution, however, climatic 

changes have not only been the result of natural changes but also from human activity.51 

Before the Industrial Revolution, there was a period of cooler temperatures which had lasted 

for the previous 300 years.52 Since this period, there has been a warming trend globally with 

the exception of thirty years between 1950 and 1980 which saw a global cooling period.53 

This warming period has resulted in glacial retreat as well as variations in both temperature 

and snowfall.54 The causes of climatic change come from human actions on the environment, 

specifically habitat destruction and reliance on fossil fuels such as oil and coal.55 This has led 

to human activity emitting carbon dioxide, nitrous oxide, methane, and water vapor which 
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increases air temperature.56 This increase results in the thawing of permafrost and reduction 

of snowfall, creating a downspiral effect where there is more emission of greenhouse gases.57 

This has also led to other environmental effects such as ocean acidification, an increase in 

intense weather events, desertification, decrease in freshwater, coral bleaching, disease 

propagation, and rising sea levels.58 For the Middle East, this period of warming in a region 

dominated by desert and semi-arid conditions means the continued encroachment of deserts, 

increased risk of drought, and less natural defenses from volatile weather patterns.59  

 

SECTION II: How Polities Fall 

Polities collapse through “factors.” These “factors” are changes which occur 

independent of a polity which influence actions done by said polity. Each factor can be a 

result of either an internal or external change in the environment.60 This environment can be 

the result of a natural change without any direct human intervention or be from direct human 

intervention.61 

 
(Fig. 2: Flowchart of how factors impact resource scarcity [Homer-Dixon]) 
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Internal Factors 

 For this section, internal factors will first be discussed, leaving the treatment of 

external factors for the following section. Internal factors can be defined as all elements 

producing meaningful societal change that occur within a given polity.62 The first major type 

of internal factor is population growth. This can come from either an increased birthrate or 

immigration.63 In both cases, this factor can create scarcity of certain resources, but can also 

be advantageous for the polity in question.64 More specifically, if a polity has a low birthrate, 

an increase in immigration can help maintain production rates.65 Also its opposite can result 

in a lack of production and new vulnerabilities. Lower population growth can lead to 

economic collapse in the long term.66 Combined with population is the question of how the 

population is growing. A final major part of the population factor is which sector of the 

population of a polity grows. This is a question based on the demographics of a polity. If the 

population sector which is growing is considered a “native” or “accepted” population, then 

this factor can be a net positive.67 If, however, this demographic has a negative connotation 

with those governing a region or polity, this population increase can become a catalyst for 

future conflict.68 This risk of conflict is only exacerbated, as seen by the flowcharts of 

Thomas F Homer-Dixon, when there is a resource scarcity.69 

 Population is also a factor in a more localized context, with internal migration. 

Internal migration can be caused from multiple other factors, such as economic conditions, 

social conditions, or environmental conditions.70 Internal migration as the result of economic 

conditions, for example, may mean people leaving a city with few opportunities for another 

location within the same polity. The reason for migration itself is a factor which can be 

analyzed. For the factor of economic conditions, these can come from actions both by the 

state, locality, or a result of the natural environment.71 In this context, the natural 

environment is an internal factor since it is something which is occurring within the polity in 

question. An example of an economic factor can be the increase of the price of a commodity. 

First there are the questions of what this commodity is and why this commodity has increased 
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in price. An increase can come from either the monopolization of the commodity or the 

resources required for the production of this commodity. Another reason can be due to 

physical scarcity of the commodity. A perishable good that is produced in a humid 

environment will struggle to grow in an arid one. Economic factors from a political point of 

view can include economic centralization. Centralizing an economy is commonly done as a 

means of generating greater efficiency for the benefit of a state commonly as a means of 

economic autarky.72 This means, in an internal context, there is a reliance on the state in order 

for a system to function.73 If a state does not have the same functionality under an autarkic 

system, there becomes a need for new means of production.74 For localized economies, 

decentralization and autonomy can help reduce damage done by certain factors.75 

 Resource scarcity is another internal factor for a polity, specifically, the scarcity of a 

natural resource within a polity. Resource scarcity is a cause for both internal and external 

conflicts throughout history and is therefore one of the biggest catalysts for historical and 

future conflicts.76 How this scarcity occurs is commonly from either an overexploitation of a 

resource, the necessity for an external partner, or a natural scarcity.77 Natural scarcity being 

either a result of an environmental change or from the original settlement by a polity.78 This 

resource scarcity can then create a factor which will be called a “resource curse.79” This 

resource curse originates from how states and polities act when there is an abundance of a 

highly sought after resource.80 In a modern context this creates "rentier states” in which the 

development and diversification of an economy is disincentivized due to the profits one 

resource develops.81 Oil is a critical resource, therefore want of this resource can lead to trade 

or conflict.82 Other resources, such as water can create more versatile conditions for conflict 

both internally and externally.83 Water as a resource is a basic need for all life and as such 

there will always be competition for water where it is scarce. Desert climates with human 
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populations will see groups contend for this resource, as seen with conflicts such as those in 

Darfur and Nigeria between herding and farming communities.84 

 The final internal factor that will be discussed in length is the environment. This 

factor has the most variability and can be caused by both natural fluctuations as well as 

human impact.85 This is also the broadest of the factors as all other factors can either directly 

affect or be directly affected by other factors.86 The environment that is internal to a polity 

both directs how a polity functions and can test how well a polity can adapt to changes.87 

Environmental changes can include changes to the local climate, a decline in a species, 

environmental destruction, and a change in weather patterns.88 Changes to a climate can 

impact what the environment will be like for a polity .89 As a climate gets warmer or cooler, 

humid or drier, the environment will change with different animal and plant life to adapt to 

this climatic shift.90 A polity which has a large dense population that suffers a drought will 

have a more difficult time adapting than one with a smaller less dense population.91 It is the 

environment which polities primarily have to adapt to or dissolve themselves, and this is not 

exclusive to the local environments of a polity. 

External Factors 

 For external factors, these can come either as a result of the internal factors which 

affect other polities or be from the environment itself. External factors are how a polity reacts 

to the internal factors of other polities.92 This is regardless of whether a polity is isolated or 

completely interconnected with other polities.93 With the first described category, population, 

an external population factor can come in the form of immigration or migration. In the case 

of immigration there needs to be a place where a community is emigrating from. This then 

must have a reason, be it economic opportunities, seeking refuge, or a simple desire for a 

community or individual to move.94 In this context, immigration implies an influx of people 

from various locations for a myriad of reasons. In the case of migration, there is an 

implication that this is a singular or group of communities all moving with the intention of 
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settling down in a new location.95 In the case of polities these are nomadic communities 

which typically move with climactic patterns.96 For non-polity migrations this can be certain 

ethnic and religious communities fleeing from persecution as refugees or a response to the 

migration of other groups.97 These migrations can then cause a shift in population sizes as 

well as access to resources, leading to potential future conflict.98

(Fig. 3: Chart showing impact of climate change to Urban migration [Alverio et al]) 

 For economics in an external context, the simplest way to determine this factor comes 

from trade between peoples and polities. Economies have historically been interlinked more 

internally rather than externally.99 If there were any economic interactions between 

communities or states, they came due to either there being a need or want of a certain 

resource or as a means of power politics.100 In this sense, economics as an external factor can 

show how dependent a state is on another state.101 External economics, such as trade, can also 

show the relations which states have as trade is a form of diplomacy as well as a means to 

receive resources and goods that another state wants.102 Production of grain on an internal 

scale by a state can determine how powerful a state is and how valuable this state may be for 

another.103 If one polity needs grain while another has an abundance of this resource, then 

these states may either trade with grain for either investment or a diplomatic or economic 
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good.104 Another option is conquest depending on the power and vulnerability of said state, as 

a weak state with an abundance of resources will be the target of another state.105 External 

economics can also show dependencies of communities. If a state is reliant on another for 

certain resources, they may be vulnerable when an internal factor disrupts the stability of the 

state.106 Migration of people creating a strain on a resource can mean a need to find more of 

this resource.  

 Resource scarcity in an external context is strongly interlinked with the other three 

factors. This factor can come as either an external polity or community pursuing the 

attainment of a domestic resource within a polity or an internal need becoming an external 

factor in diplomacy.107 Similar to economics, a need for resources will cause polities on an 

external level to find either internal means or outside partners to obtain these resources.108 

Food, for example, can cause external competition as seen with conflicts involving fishing 

rights.109 In this way, resource scarcity pushes states or communities to find new means to 

obtain a resource and depending on the dynamics of the group or state in question, can result 

in either a diplomatic solution or conflict for resource rights.110 

 The environment as an external factor is indirect for a polity and comes more as what 

causes other polities or communities to interact with the polity in question. A change in a 

nearby environment either by a population in the area or from natural causes can lead to any 

other factor becoming more prominent for an outside polity.111 In this sense, the 

environmental factor confirms how nothing happens in a vacuum. Rather, the environment 

and the changes which come from it enable changes which will affect at the bare minimum 

other nearby areas.112 A natural disaster in one area will affect the response and actions of 

another.113 A change in the climate can also lead to similar situations where an outside group 

has a change which creates a response towards another polity.114 Migratory tribes and 
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nomadic peoples commonly moved for better environments and left areas either because of 

known better lands or by force from other peoples or climactic shifts.115 

 

 SECTION III: The Climate & Polities 

 The history of peoples and polities and the changes therein can be found in the 

climatological history both of where these peoples and polities were found and the 

surrounding environment. For this section, first the history of the environment in the context 

of general human adaptation will be discussed. Afterwards, a more open context about 

polities throughout history and how the environment has affected them first directly and later 

indirectly. For how humans have acted historically with climate change, the most noticeable 

way is the transition from the Paleolithic to the Mesolithic.116 While this was not a uniform 

change, the environment did change how humans acted in general.117 In the Paleolithic the 

climate was much cooler with the glacial range being much further south than it is today.118 

This colder climate resulted in more tundra and less forests as well as harsher winters.119 

Furthermore, the Late Pleistoscene was the last period where there was a significant amount 

of megafauna species. For the human population at the time, there were no “civilizations” or 

“polities,” but rather small hunter-gatherer societies.120 These populations were small, 

nomadic communities and moved with prey species.121 For the human population at the time, 

megafauna and herd animals were the basis for their diet.122 With the Mesolithic, there was 

both a rise in temperatures and a decline in megafauna populations.123 This resulted in a 

gradual transition from nomadicism to sedentarism for human societies.124 This change was 

not universal, but in specific areas with high concentrations of foodstuffs.125 For their diets, 

with the decline in megafauna due to both overhunting and biome reduction, human 
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populations started to consume smaller animals.126 Fishing also became more prevalent and 

with shellfish consumption.127 

 Climatic change has also helped for people not only to begin settling permanently, but 

also led to the rise of pastoralism and agrarianism.128 With the rise in temperatures and sea 

levels, there was also a rise in available usable fresh water.129 This warmer and more humid 

climate meant new plant species could be both gathered and cultivated.130 During the 

Neolithic, this climactic shift led to an even warmer climate as well as significant 

environmental shifts.131 The continued decline in large game species along with the 

proliferation of forests led to new animal and plant life coming into fruition.132 For the 

Neolithic, the rise in human population came with the new wild plant and animal species 

found in Mesopotamia and the larger Fertile Crescent region.133 This area, known as the 

Golden Triangle, was where the earliest agricultural species came from.134 From this point, 

human societies began to grow along areas of fresh water, and with the abundance of new 

resources, came less hunting and gathering and more agriculture and settled life.135 

Populations no longer were reliant on where herds of animals were moving to or specific 

locations for gathering certain plants.136 This decline in both full and seasonal nomadicism 

was not everywhere following this rise in domestic plants and animals but it did begin a trend 

known as the “Neolithic Revolution.137” What this did do for settled human populations is 

make the effects of climate change more damaging due to the sedentary nature of these 

polities.138 While migratory tribes, pastoralist, and nomadic and semi-nomadic communities 

could adapt by relocating to new places for necessary resources, settled societies require 

resources to remain consistent both in their own territories and in outside regions.139 In some 

cases, such as in the Bronze Age, there were both pastoral and agricultural communities 

living in the same space, with pastoral groups moving with the climate for both food for the 
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animals and more available water.140 In this case, it was the administration of the polity 

where these groups interacted which at the least attempted to preserve peace between the two 

groups.141 

 Migration due to climactic events has affected the history of polities both through 

direct invasion by a migratory force or through the indirect migration of people fleeing a new 

invading group.142 In this context, the region of the Eurasian steppe has had a large amount of 

migratory forces which have throughout history moved from east to west and from the 

western steppe either further into Europe or into Iran, Western Asia or South Asia.143 This is 

due to how the climate of Eurasia is by itself with the further east being less suitable for large 

populations of people and especially herding and agricultural communities.144 The Scythians 

of the Pontic Steppe, the portions of the Eurasian steppe between modern-day Ukraine and 

Kazakhstan, moved out of the region into Anatolia and Persia due to the lack of available 

resources to satiate the entire population.145 Cooling periods in the Mediaeval Period saw the 

change of hands of the Pontic Steppe from the Huns to the Bulghars, Khazars, Cumans, and 

lastly the Mongols.146 Migratory tribes, unlike nomadic peoples, don’t move in the same 

fashion since their lifestyles are more settled.147 Instead, migratory tribes move usually as a 

response to outside pressures rather than internal ones.148 Germanic tribes in Europe moved 

in reaction to the movement of the Hunnic Empire, which itself expanded to accommodate a 

rising population as well as the environmental conditions in Europe versus the Pontic 

Steppe.149 Migratory tribes also have more of a history of political integration into another 

polity, however this varies depending on other conditions, such as how powerful nearby 

                                                
140 Ibid, 72. 
141 Homer-Dixon, 26. 
142 Ibid, 20. 
143 Ellenbaum, 123. 
144 Johanna Nichols, (2011), “Forerunners to Globalization: The Eurasian Steppe and its Periphery,” Studies in 
Slavic and General Linguistics, 189. 
145 Issar & Zohar, 228. 
146 Ibid, 228. 
147 Walter Goffart, (1981), “Rome, Constantinople, and the Barbarians,” The American Historical Review, 276.  
148 Ibid, 284. 
149 Ibid, 288. 



polities are.150

 
(Fig. 4: Map of Western Asia showing High Mediaeval Period migrations [Ellenblum]) 

 The final portion about climactic change and history is how humans themselves have 

impacted climatic changes. Since the Industrial Revolution, humans have had a direct effect 

on the temperature of the globe.151 While historically, humans have changed the environment 

with the rise of agriculture, pastoralism, and the eradication of wildlife, modern climate 

change sees mankind affect how the environment itself functions beyond a traditional 

ecological level.152 One major aspect is how people both now move due to seasonal resource 

scarcities but also now because of human-made scarcities either on purpose or a result of 

overuse for industries.153 In order for certain resources to be produced, water is required in 

the process, for example the use of steam power or water for irrigation.154 However, with the 

rising temperatures, there is a simultaneous rising of ocean levels, making certain areas more 

of a risk to live in.155 At the same time, this means areas with already arid or semi-arid 

climates now have less available fresh water.156 The result of this dual problem is a decline in 
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available water for the general population, with water being diverted either to large industrial-

scale farming or for other industries.157 This forces people to either move into already heavily 

populated areas where water access is more of a guarantee or move to other locations for this 

resource.158 Shifts in the climate by humans, therefore, can accelerate already existing 

climatic trends and force polities to adapt to the new environment. For modern humanity, and 

therefore modern polities, the problem of environmental impacts, combined with a growing 

population in countries with high poverty rates, poses a risk to modern polities.159  A high 

population plus less resources means there is a high chance for larger-scale resource wars in 

the near future.160  

(Fig. 5: Chart of carbon dioxide concentration since 800,000yrs BP [Dobbins et al]) 

 

SECTION IV: Collapse in the Study of Ancient Societies 

 When studying ancient societies, there is always the understanding that no system 

lasts forever. Every polity has a rise and fall, the question is how these polities collapse. What 

is found in these studies is that all polities and human-made systems are vulnerable to change 

and it is the question of how a polity reacts to these changes that determines whether or not it 

will survive.161 This vulnerable nature of polities is even more noticeable with ancient 

societies which were at the mercy of shifts in the natural world.162 While this is still present in 

the modern world, technology has helped in making polities more secure from environmental 

shifts both man-made and natural.163 Studying the collapse of a society requires a 
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multidisciplinary outlook including both aspects of the humanities and the natural sciences. 

The humanities give the more human-centric view of a collapse with records by 

contemporaries and how their societies and polities functioned. For the sciences, it is 

comparative knowledge of an environment and its later shifts. For both, archaeological 

expeditions and surveys are required to provide evidence for a societal collapse.164 

 The reason for studying the collapse of ancient societies can vary depending on the 

context. For those in the humanities it may be to have a greater understanding of the history 

of a society.165 For those in the sciences the reason may align more with wanting to know 

how environments can change over time.166 According to Joseph A Tainter, the reason comes 

from a combination of scientific interest and concern for contemporary societies.167 For 

contemporary societies, collapse is not seen as an inevitability but rather the result of 

unfortunate events or poor policies by polities.168 The reality of societal collapse, however, is 

seen in ancient societies with “unfortunate events” being more common as gradual changes 

which slowly add up.169 Major shifts for ancient societies, such as sudden disasters or 

temperature fluctuations, come less frequently, hence the greater reporting both by 

contemporaries and later scholars.170 What ancient societies show is that a polity can have 

near-perfect policies and means of counteracting environmental changes, however there will 

always be a change which leads to vulnerabilities within a system to be revealed.171 Modern 

societies are not immune to this despite technological advancements.172 These collapses come 

first from an environmental change and continue into the anthropocentric world with societal 

changes or disintegration.173 Despite differences in time, the collapse of the Akkadian 

Empire, Ugarit, and the Syrian Arab Republic all have the same origin. 
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Chapter II: The Syrian Arab Spring 

For the modern country of Syria, the 2011 Arab Spring and subsequent Civil War 

primarily credited for the collapse of the Assadist regime. This fall was solidified with the 

capture of Damascus by Tahrir al-Sham, a Syrian rebel group, in December 2024. The 

question of how Syria fell into a collapse of central authority, however, remains unanswered 

by answering the question with these two events. Both events were a culmination of both 

political and environmental changes which negatively impacted both the Syrian government 

and the general population. For this chapter, the political history of Syria up until the 2011 

Arab Spring will first be looked at in a cursory context. This is intended to give more 

information to the reader for how Syria became a dynastic dictatorship. Afterwards, an in-

depth analysis of the political situation in Syria during the 2011 Arab Spring and the 

subsequent Syrian Civil War. Lastly, a climatological and ecological analysis of Syria during 

the rule of Bashar al-Assad will be conducted. 

 

SECTION I: Background 

History of Syria: Pre-Assad Dynasty 

As a modern political entity, Syria has existed since the end of the First World War. 

Arguably, one can start the modern political history of Syria with its conquest by the Ottoman 

Empire.174 This is because of the relationship between the Ottoman Turks and Arab 

populations, with the latter vying for independence towards the decline and fall of the 

Ottoman Empire.175 The name of “Syria” was used in earlier periods, however as an 

independent polity, the name was used for the territory of the Levant lost to the Ottoman 

Empire with the division of the Middle East by the British, French, and Italians.176 From the 

start, Syria was positioned as an independent Arab kingdom under the Hashemite Dynasty, 

but was later made into the French Mandate.177 During this period, Syria went from a single 

united entity to being divided between the Syrian Arabs, Alawites, Druze, and Kurds by the 

French colonial government.178 After the end of the Second World War, the French Mandate 
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of Syria was dissolved with an independent Syrian Republic being established.179 Since 

independence, Syria has been under the control of dictatorial governments. Originally, these 

governments were made up of military leaders. However, with the ascension of Hafez al-

Assad, the country was put under the rule of the al-Assad family. 

 

Assad Dynasty 

Born in 1930 to a poor Alawite family, Hafez-al Assad was an early supporter of the 

ideology of Ba’athism.180 Ba’athism is a revolutionary socialist ideology based on the 

unification of the Arab world under a single political entity.181 Ba’athism as a political belief 

does not align itself with any religious movement, instead being more secular in its religious 

notions.182 The movement itself is also republican, with monarchism seen as a relic of either 

failed attempts at uniting the Arab people or a tool of foreign powers. The ideology lastly is 

strongly anti-colonial in nature, being a response to the rule of France and Britain over Arab 

territories. Two countries practiced Ba’athism through dictatorial regimes, these being Iraq 

and Syria.183 

Hafez al-Assad was an Alawite, one of the groups given autonomy by the French-run 

Syrian government.184 This community, along with the Druze and Kurds, were historically 

treated poorly by the majority Sunni Arab population in Syria. More specifically, the Muslim 

Brotherhood which is a Sunni religious movement and the Syrian Sunni population in general 

because of alleged support of the French Mandate by Alawites.185 Hafez al-Assad was one of 

the military members who orchestrated the 1963 Syrian coup d'état.186 Hafez al-Assad was a 

lieutenant in the Syrian Air Force, joining due to his lack of money to continue his 

education.187  This coup, reorientated the Syrian government from a geopolitically non-

aligned entity to aligning more with the Soviet sphere of influence. The reorientation was not 

sudden, but rather the result of prior influence by the United States of America as well as 
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American alignment with countries seen as geopolitical rivals to Syria, such as Israel.188 The 

1963 Syrian coup d'état, also known as the March 8 Revolution, created the framework for 

the Syrian government which lasted until the fall of Damascus in 2024. The coup was 

inspired by the actions of the Egyptian Free Officers a decade earlier, which overthrew the 

Egyptian Monarchy and replaced it with the Republican government led by Gamal Abdel 

Nasser.189 Another important part of this portion of Syrian history to understand is that Syria 

from 1958 until 1961 was not an independent country but rather in political union with the 

Republic of Egypt.190 This new Syrian government was under the rule of the Ba’ath Party. 

From here the question of what Ba’athism is will be answered as it is one aspect of how the 

government of Syria from 1963 until 2024 had operated. 

 Ba’athism in Syria was originally a means both to distance the Syrian people from 

European powers while also uniting the diverse population of Syria. Hafez al-Assad being an 

Alawite was welcomed more within the Ba’athist movement than in other organizations. 

Hafez al-Assad during his early life was subject to discrimination both during the French 

Mandate in Syria as well as the early independent Syrian Republic due to his unorthodox 

religious beliefs.191 Alawitism is separate from other forms of Islam as it is both an ethnic 

religion and based on Twelver Shia Islam.192 For Hafez al-Assad, his role in the new 

government was to remove any opposition to Ba’athism within the military and strengthen 

the ideology among all ranks of the military.193 The simplest reason for this was to ensure 

that the new regime had the favor of the military, avoiding the potential for countercoups. 

One of these countercoups did occur, but was from inside of the Ba’athist party, known as the 

“Arab Socialist Ba’ath Party - Syria Region.194” This coup was part of an internal conflict 

between that Ba’athist party’s “national command” which worked as the central organization 

for Ba’athist parties across the Arab World, and the Syrian Ba’athist Party. Hafez al-Assad 

sided with the victorious regional branch in Syria and entered into a new conflict between 

himself and the leader of the 1966 coup, Salah Jadid.195 Salah Jadid ruled Syria for four years 

until he was overthrown by Hafez al-Assad in 1970.196 This coup was called the “Corrective 

                                                
188 Melki, 104. 
189 Anees Jillani, “Nasser, Saddam and Pan-Arabism,” Pakistan Horizon 44, no. 2: 77, 1991, 
http://www.jstor.org/stable/41394583.  
190 Ma’oz, 251. 
191 Ibid, 251. 
192 Mustafa Khalifa, “The Impossible Partition of Syria,” Arab Reform Initiative, 2013, 6. 
193 Ma’oz, 252. 
194 Torrey, 445. 
195 Ibid, 468. 
196 Ma’oz, 252. 

http://www.jstor.org/stable/41394583


Revolution” and pushed for new policies within Syria.197 The biggest one was changing the 

party’s goals from pushing Ba’athism in neighboring Arab countries to now having a 

staunchly anti-Israel foreign policy.198 This was the last successful coup in Syrian history and 

paved the way for the al-Assad family to dominate Syrian politics until 2024. 

 

 Hafez al-Assad’s Syria: 1971-2000 

 For Hafez al-Assad, consolidation of power was made easy due to his work 

indoctrinating the military in Ba'athist ideology. For Hafez al-Assad, every aspect of the 

governing of Syria had to be credited to himself, both for the loyalty of those in government 

and the loyalty of the general population. A major aspect of this “Assadization” was the 

creation of a cult of personality.199 Hafez al-Assad fashioned himself as a savior of the Syrian 

people and someone keeping the Ba’athist ideology free from imperfections. This was done 

through propaganda in all levels of the administration.200 Hafez al-Assad in this centralization 

of power also began purges of the party, specifically de-radicalization.201 In this case, de-

radicalization targeted the socialist and internationalist movements within the Ba’athist 

movement.202 The religious affiliation of Hafez al-Assad also led to his government securing 

loyalty with the Alawite population, who were now represented by his leadership.203During 

the rule of Hafez al-Assad, Syria saw a revolution in its economy, society, and its politics. 

This change was seen in two forms, the first being the “Corrective Movement” and the 

second was “Assadization.204” 

The “Corrective Movement” based itself on earlier economic projects done by the 

Ba’athist government. This included the continuation of “Five Year Plans” which themselves 

were based on socialist and communist periods of economic reform.205 Six of these “Five 

Year Plans” occurred during Hafez al-Assad’s rule, and continued under Bashar al-Assad 

until 2015.206 During these economic reforms, Hafez al-Assad increased the centralization of 
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the economy under the state started by his predecessor.207 Further centralization of the 

economy was done by enlisting the help of technocrats.208 This centralization in some ways 

was similar to economic models found earlier in Syrian history, and continued under the 

government of Bashar al-Assad. One example of this economic centralization came with the 

subsidization and price control of food.209 Education and healthcare was publicly funded for 

the entirety of the Syrian population by the Syrian government.210 While centralization was 

happening in this context, economic liberalization also occurred during the reign of Hafez al-

Assad.211 These liberalizations occurred in two phases, the first being “Infiraj” in the 1970s, 

and the second was “Al-Ta`addudiyya Al-Iqtisadiyya” in the 1990s.212 These liberalizations 

came in a limited fashion, as the entrepreneurial class in Syria was given a larger ability to 

invest in businesses and industries.213 These industries, however, still remained under state 

control. During “Al-Ta`addudiyya Al-Iqtisadiyya,” the liberalization was much more intense, 

with the ending of subsidization and state control of industries.214 By the end of the reign of 

Hafez al-Assad, a new “bourgeoisie” had emerged in Syria which became a major 

powerplayer in Syrian politics during the government of Bashar al-Assad.215 Further 

economic reforms included public works projects on infrastructure and agrarian reforms, 

including the inflating of food prices to keep farmers from moving into the cities.216 

 Socially, “Assadization” pushed for a view of Hafez al-Assad, and from there his 

family, as the liberators and saviours of Syria. To promote himself, he created a cult of 

personality which claimed he was the new leader of Pan-Arabism, being a successor to 

Gamal Abdel Nasser.217 Hafez al-Assad also promoted a new unity of the Syrian people, 

giving the title of “Mujahadeen” and pensions to those who participated in the uprisings 

against the French Mandate of Syria. Hafez al-Assad also promoted Saladin, and compared 

his government with that of Saladin, even comparing Israel to a new Kingdom of 
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Jerusalem.218 Monuments, statues, and paintings of Hafez al-Assad decorated Syrian cities 

and communities to promote a sense of paternal leadership among the population.219 The cult 

of personality went into the military as well, with military badges containing his face along 

with a series of three purges to promote loyalty.220 Despite his promotion of secularism, 

Hafez al-Assad portrayed himself as a pious Muslim, even being called “the sanctified one” 

by officials in the government.221 Women and the peasantry were also major groups where he 

consolidated support. The former through liberalising social reforms while the latter was a 

counterweight to the urban class which was less supportive of his government.222 Another 

major aspect of social culture in Syria was the backlash to the rule of Hafez al-Assad by 

Islamist groups, specifically the Muslim Brotherhood, due to Hafez al-Assad’s own distaste 

for political Islam.223 This culminated in the 1982 Hama Massacre, which ended a conflict 

between the Syrian government and the Muslim Brotherhood which lasted from 1979 until 

1982.224 The death toll from the attacks, which were done by air strikes, ranged from 10,000 

to 40,000 people.225 

 

Reign of Bashar al-Assad Before the 2011 Arab Spring 

 In the year 2000, Hafez al-Assad died, but the rule of the Assad family did not. 

Instead, he has chosen a successor before death to lead the country, this being Bashar al-

Assad.226 Bashar al-Assad was not the only member of the Assad family who had the chance 

to take over Syria, but he was the one with the most legitimacy due to him being the chosen 

successor by his father.227 The biggest piece of evidence for this comes from an amendment 

made to the Syrian constitution following the death of Hafez al-Assad, changing the 

minimum age to become president from 40 to 34, the age Bashar al-Assad was.228 

 During the government of Bashar al-Assad, Syria oversaw another period of “Five 

Year Plans” that created a larger amount of economic liberalization.229 The intention of this 
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economic liberalization was to further centralize power within the Assad family.230 These 

economic reforms came with two “Five Year Plans,” the first from 2001 until 2005 and the 

other from 2006 until 2010.231 For the first of these, the main goal was propagandistic since 

Bashar al-Assad had only reigned for one year at this point.232 For Bashar al-Assad, the 

means for this popularity came through opening the economy to more private investments 

through regulatory and bureaucratic reforms along with investments into education, 

technology, and industry.233 These reforms were not intended to increase privatization, but 

did allow for a more open economy for the general public through private investment into 

state-owned businesses.234 All investments made by the Syrian government during this Five 

Year Plan were intended for public utilities rather than businesses themselves.235 On top of 

the economic plans, there was also a push for greater job opportunities for both men and 

women. For the latter, this meant improving the social status of women.236  

 The Five Year Plan from 2006 until 2010 saw Bashar al-Assad change the economic 

trajectory of the Syrian economy from a centralized and autarkic system led by the state. This 

new economic plan, called the “Five-Year Plan for Deregulation,” instead moved the Syrian 

economy towards more neoliberal reforms.237 In this context, neoliberal economics is the 

globalization and decentralization of an economy, with the economy being open for private 

business and investment both from within and outside of the country.238 The main goal of this 

plan was globalization of the Syrian economy within at the shortest a decade from the start of 

the plan.239 Within the plan, investment by the Syrian government went to propping up 

private businesses and banks, dismantling state monopolies, abolishing price regulations, and 

eliminating subsidies for industries.240 The economy was also no longer run through a 

centralized apparatus, with instead economic planning being done through regional 

governments.241 This economic plan did not mean the end of the Syrian government's 

economic control or investments as there were plans to greatly increase infrastructure with 
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the intention of making Syria a major trade hub for the Middle East.242 This plan also saw 

cooperation between the Syrian government and the United Nations, which saw the United 

Nations promote this economic change in Syria as the first step towards democratization and 

liberalization.243 The aftermath of this Five Year Plan will be looked into when discussing the 

political and climatological reasons for the 2011 Arab Spring in Syria. 

The start of the reign of Bashar al-Assad was also characterized by an immediate 

attempt at political reform known as the “Damascus Spring.244” This movement was an 

attempt by the Syrian intelligentsia to push for the Syrian government to end political 

repression. More specifically the release of political prisoners from the rule of Hafez al-

Assad, the ending of the state of emergency martial law done after the death of Hafez al-

Assad, safe passage for political exiles, an independent judiciary, and the right to establish 

political parties.245 The movement failed and was repressed by Bashar al-Assad with the help 

of the Ba’athist Old Guard, despite initial optimism.246 These crackdowns were referred to as 

the “Damascus Winter.247” Initially, political prisoners were released and the Mezze prison 

was closed down.248 Many of these political prisoners were members of the Muslim 

Brotherhood.249 By the next year, however, political repression resumed and intellectuals in 

Syria continued to promote reform until 2005, when the last political salon stopped 

functioning.250 This was not the only event of political upheaval that Bashar al-Assad faced 

before the 2011 Arab Spring, with his government being involved in the Cedar Revolution in 

Lebanon.251 The Cedar Revolution occurred in 2005 as a response to the occupation of 

Lebanon by the Syrian government, which started in 1976, with the purpose of annexing 

Lebanon into Syria.252 

 

Geography of Modern Syria 

 To understand the environmental conditions of Syria and the impact it had on the 

2011 Syrian Arab Spring, the geography of modern day Syria must first be understood. Syria 
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is located along the Eastern Mediterranean Sea in the northern portion of the Arabian 

Peninsula.253 The country borders Lebanon and Israel to the west, Turkey to the north, and 

Iraq to the east, and Jordan to the south.254 For much of the landmass of the country, Syria is 

a desert, however this is not where the majority of the population lives.255 Instead, much of 

the population lives along the coastal regions of Syria where the climate is more temperate 

compared to the arid deserts.256 There are two geographic regions in inland Syria, the first 

being the Syrian Desert in the east and the Jabal al-Druze Range in the south.257 The Syrian 

desert is mostly an arid climate and covers more than half of Syria.258 This desert can then be 

further divided based on nearby cities and administrative regions, such as the Palmyrene 

Desert for the area of Palmyrene.259 The area is generally inhospitable with no large 

permanent wildlife species.260 The desert also contains seasonal lakes, making permanent 

settlement for people dependent on access to outside resources.261 The Jabal al-Druze is a 

volcanic region located mostly within the Suwayda Governorate in Syria.262 This region has a 

similar climactic makeup as the coastal regions of Syria and is part of the larger Harrat al-

Sham volcanic field.263 In the northeast of Syria is the Euphrates River, one of the two major 

rivers of Mesopotamia.264 Within Syria, the Euphrates was dammed during the early reign of 

Hafez al-Assad in 1974.265 From this damming, the largest lake in Syria was created, known 

as Lake Assad.266 
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(Figure 1: Political Geography of Syria [Source: Holliday]) 

 Syria itself is typically divided into three geographic regions: the coastal plain, the 

upland areas, and the eastern plateau. The coastal plain is the smallest of these regions, being 

the coastal strip of Syria going from Turkey to Lebanon.267 The region is mostly flat and has 

promontories which come from the mountainous portions of Syria.268 The upland areas are a 

buffer between the coastal plain and the eastern plateau. The mountain upland areas are a 

mountain range called the Jabal an Nusayrih, with a second mountain range along the 

Lebanese border called the Anti-Lebanon mountains.269 Between the Anti-Lebanon 

mountains lies the Homs Gap, a mountain pass that was historically used for movement 

between modern day Lebanon and Syria.270 The eastern plateau is the rest of Syria, 

containing the Euphrates River, the Syrian Desert, and Jabal al-Druze with a series of low-
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level mountains.271 Climatically speaking, Syria is mostly an arid desert which changes into 

an arid steppe between the Syrian Desert and the coast. The coast itself is temperate with a 

dry climate with some portions of the Syria-Lebanon border having a cold climate.272 The 

Euphrates river separates the northern steppe region of Syria between the east and west.273 

 For natural resources, Syria has an abundance of petroleum, which is where much of 

the Syrian economy’s value comes from.274 Other major natural resources found in Syria 

include phosphate, chromium, manganese, iron, salt, marble, gypsum, limestone, and 

asphalt.275 Most of these natural resources are found further inland where there is a less 

significant human population.276 Land usage in Syria by people is also low due to the lack of 

arable land outside of the coastal plain and upland areas, with under 25% of Syria being 

arable.277 Of this percentile, less than 5% is used for the growing of food on a permanent 

basis.278 

 

Demographics of Modern Syria 

 To understand the political and social history of Syria, the demographics of the 

country from the French Mandate until now needs to be understood. Syria is not a country 

with one ethnic or religious group. Instead, Syria, like its neighbors, has one dominant 

cultural and religious group but also a multitude of smaller but prevalent ethnic and religious 

minorities.279 For Syria, the majority of the population belong to the Syrian Arab culture, 

ranging from 80-85% of the population.280 This demographic group is the majority in all of 

Syria with the exception of the northeast of the country in the Al-Hasakah Governorate, 

where instead the Kurdish population make up the largest demographic.281 Inside this large 

Arab demographic, there are three smaller groups which identity themselves as Arabs. The 

largest of these are the Alawites which consist of 15% of the population.282 This ethnic group 

is more based on its religious beliefs and therefore are an ethnoreligious identity seen as 
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separate by most of the Arab population.283 Next are the Levantine Arabs found on the Syrian 

coastline consisting of 10% of the total population, and lastly there the Druze at 3% found in 

the south of Syria as an ethnoreligious community.284 The Kurdish population of Syria is 

approximately 10% of the entire population, mostly concentrated in “Kurdish Syria,” which 

is the northwestern part of the country that is east of the Euphrates River.285 Other ethnic 

groups in Syria include the Assyrians, also called Chaldeans, Arameans, or Syriac Christians; 

Turkoman or Turkmen; Circassians; and Armenians with a scattering of smaller minority 

populations found in urban centres.286 For religion, the Syrian government has not officially 

done any census work on religion since 1960.287 About 75% of the Syrian population practice 

a form of Sunni Islam, 13% are Shia, the majority being Alawite, 10% are Christian, and 3% 

are Druze.288 
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(Figure 2: Maps of minority populations in Syria. Clockwise from top-left: Kurdish 

population (Blue), Christians (Yellow & Red dots), Alawites (Green), Druze (Orange), 

Ismaili (Yellow). [Source: Khalifa]) 

 

SECTION II: EVENTS BEFORE 2011 ARAB SPRING 

Drought & Famine 

 For the environment of Syria, the impacts of climatic change and human settlement 

have created conditions for environmental degradation. For people themselves, however, the 

damage to the environment has also led to increased risks of resource depletion and scarcity. 

One major part of the Syrian economy affected by climate change is the agricultural sector, 

which makes up a quarter of Syria's GDP.289 Syria does not have a lot of arable land, with 

only about 10% of the country having irrigated agricultural fields.290 For the rest of the 

country, this land is either barren or reliant on rainfall.291 In fact, rainwater collection during 

the wet winter months is how crops are grown in much of Syria, meaning there is heavy 

dependence on natural weather cycles which climate change disrupts.292 The Fertile Crescent 

area, which includes the Euphrates River, has seen significantly lower precipitation rates 

resulting in lower crop yields.293 The Euphrates River for Syria is also the main source of 

agriculture and pastoralism for the country.294 Herders in this region require the land to 

maintain their animal livestock.295 With the decline in precipitation and seasonal lakes in the 

Syrian Desert, however,  herding communities have seen higher animal mortality rates and 

even negative output.296 Groundwater in Syria has also been depleted for agricultural 

maintenance due to the intensification of water scarcity.297 Another water-based problem for 

agriculture in Syria is the seasonality of the water supply in much of the country, specifically 

outside of the coastal plain.298 One major reason for this simultaneous overreliance and 

decline of the available groundwater is due to earlier agricultural reforms to maximize crop 
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output.299 The problem with these reforms is that they were short term solutions for long 

term, and likely unthought of, problems. Lack of arable land has also led to herding and 

agricultural groups moving into the already scarce forest regions of Syria, causing greater 

deforestation.300 This poor output of crops due to climate change and the overreliance on 

scarce water resources has led to the agricultural industry becoming a less reliable and secure 

source of both income for individuals and food for the country.301 In other words, the human 

impact on the environment in Syria has led to a greater risk of food insecurity in a country 

with already low rates of arable land.302 Deforestation also means a greater runoff of water 

and a higher risk of flooding, meaning in Northern Syria, where average precipitation has 

risen, there is a greater risk of natural disasters.303 Waste dumping into the Mediterranean 

also means that local ocean water cannot be as easily desalinated, removing another potential 

source of clean water.304 

 
(Figure 3: Map of water resources in Syria [Source: Benzoni]) 
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 Water scarcity and the poor environmental regulations in Syria have also resulted in 

heightened risks of disease. In the case of water scarcity, this is both because of waste 

management and how water is diverted within Syria. With how poor waste management is in 

Syria, bodies of water have been contaminated from medical and industrial waste.305 

Combine the poor waste management with poor sanitation infrastructure and the risk of 

waterborne disease becomes even greater.306 Higher risks of drought means that with less 

available water, the already scarce options for water usage means lower quality water being 

used for agriculture, sanitation, and consumption. The mining of phosphate and usage of 

phosphate fertilizers in Syria both result in large amounts of waste product.307 In the former 

case, this comes from radioactive material found while mining for phosphate, which is then 

dumped away from the excavation site.308 Poor regulations and oversight however mean that 

dumping locations are arbitrary and can even include sources of water.309 This waste 

dumping contaminates the water through deoxygenization, reducing the water quality 

significantly as well as spreading radiation.310 Radiation itself also can lead to sickness being 

spread, and with the lack of oversight, this means high density populations are at risk of 

radiation poisoning.311 For the usage of phosphate fertilizers, both the runoff from these 

fertilizers and their usage in general can cause soil degradation and water contamination.312 

Water contaminated by these phosphate byproducts can again cause a spread of radiation and 

should be disposed of away from potential sources of water.313 Poor environmental and 

disposal regulations also means waterborne diseases are more likely to spread such as 

cholera.314 This combined with high population density and a decrease in domestic food 

production means an even greater risk of disease spread.315 The additional issue of medical 

waste being poorly disposed of also increases this risk of disease.316 
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(Figure 4: Frequency of waste collection & form of disposal in Syria. [Source: Noufal et al]) 

A final important problem for humans in regard to disease spread comes from 

ecological damage. More specifically, the extinction of local predatory species and the rise of 

livestock monoculture. Local predatory species, such as cheetahs, have gone locally extinct in 

Syria as a means to protect farmers.317 The problem is that without these animals, small game 

such as rodents can grow in population.318 These same rodents are also less susceptible to 

climatic changes while also being vectors for diseases as well as being general pests.319 For 

livestock, having a monoculture of animals, as with monocultural plants, means when 

diseases or droughts do strike, the chance of recovery is much lower.320 Climate change also 

means that areas that still have water can also become breeding grounds for insects such as 

mosquitoes, which means a greater risk of disease such as malaria.321 The dumping of waste 

material into the Eastern Mediterranean also means environmental damage along the coast. 

This damage for people means less healthy populations of wildlife, especially fish.322 Lower 

fish populations mean less opportunities for fishing communities and again, a lower chance 

of profit and livelihood sustainability. These heightened risks for farmers and urban 

populations due to both natural and human-caused climate change are what set the 

foreground for how Syria fell into disorder in 2011. 

 

The Five Year Drought (2006-2011) 
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 From 2006 until 2011, Syria, along with the rest of the Fertile Crescent region, 

experienced a long term drought.323 What makes this drought particularly severe in Syrian 

history was both the length of the drought and how the drought impacted Syria in particular. 

This drought was not the first drought that Syria was affected by and it was not even the first 

drought the government of Bashar al-Assad had faced.324 Similar droughts had occurred 

throughout his early time in government, specifically from 2000 until 2002.325 During this 

period, Syria saw a low amount of precipitation, which over two-thirds of agriculture was 

reliant upon at the time.326 What makes this drought different from the later five year drought 

was that the Syrian government was able to respond quickly.327 Furthermore, the drought 

only lasted for two years, making any immediate cause for concern null as the average length 

of droughts in Syria is a two year period.328 What is interesting about the period between this 

drought and the 2006-2011 drought is that drought conditions technically did not end at all.329 

Vegetation data from 2003-2006 shows that while drought conditions in Syria did go away 

for much of the country, it was mostly in the Syrian Desert and Euphrates River.330 

Elsewhere, drought conditions remained, especially along the Syrian coast.331 What this 

means is that while geographically Syria did see recovery from the initial 2000-2002 drought, 

drought conditions remained constant in highly-populated areas. Fortunately, the less severe 

drought conditions in the Euphrates River region meant that food production continued 

without too much hindrance, though at a lower rate.332 What this does mean for Syria is that 

there was never a full recovery, and this can explain why the five years from 2006-2011 

caused the collapse of the Syrian government. 

 In 2006, the five year drought started with the initial stage of lowered rainfall in 

agricultural areas.333 From this point, crop yields declined and the mortality rates of domestic 

wildlife also increased.334 This initial beginning of the cycle was not out of the ordinary, what 

made it extraordinary was the amount of time the drought lasted. From 2007 until 2008, the 
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drought conditions in Syria were the same as other nearby Arab countries, showing a state of 

consistency of this drought pattern.335 As the drought lasted longer, however, cracks in the 

Syrian agricultural and pastoral sector began to be revealed. One of the biggest problems with 

the agricultural sector was the lack of flexibility from its centralized structure.336 Hafez al-

Assad in his agricultural reforms did not allow for any potentially fertile land to be unused for 

agriculture.337 The main intention for this was to help Syria become self-reliant for food 

rather than depend on other countries. This was part of the push for economic autarky done 

throughout the government of Hafez al-Assad.338 The problem came however when this 

supply of food started to dwindle for the Syrian population, as there was not enough rainfall 

to keep the Syrian population self-reliant for food.339 Another major problem was that 

because the Syrian government was producing more food than there was irrigation or 

permanent water sources, there was not enough infrastructural support for a situation such as 

a long-term drought.340 In this case, Syria was preparing itself for a continuing status quo in 

regards to the environment in a region where drought conditions were commonplace. 

Furthermore, the agrarian land reforms that were done planned to use ground water sources 

for irrigating crop fields.341  This plan however did not involve all farmland and therefore 

meant farmers were still reliant on rainfall during the winter months.342 Ground water is also 

not a permanent solution as droughts do affect them since drought conditions mean more 

usage of ground water.343 Remember that ground water sources were not well regulated in the 

amount that could be used in such a situation.344 Even more damaging was the lack of waste 

management oversight meaning potential and in use ground water sources were 

contaminated.345 This meant an even higher risk of crop failure and animal mortality for 

farmers and pastoralists.346 
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(Figure 5: Map of drought vulnerability in Syria (2000-2010) [Source: Erian]) 

For the farming and pastoral sectors of the country, this led to a loss of profit and 

motivation to continue their work.347 Lack of profit and massive crop failures and high 

animal mortality rates led to these groups losing employment and their livelihoods, which for 

Syria meant a decline in the economy and a food crisis.348 During these five years of drought, 

Syria was the only country in the Fertile Crescent Region to have a humanitarian crisis be 

declared.349 The end result of this poor harvest was the need for the Syrian government to 

import food from other countries.350 This importation of food as a response to the poor 

harvest meant that the farming population no longer could rely on the Syrian government to 

intervene on their behalf when their crop yields failed.351 This also impacted the pastoral 

population, which saw their own subsistence farming and raising of animals impacted by the 

lack of available water.352 These groups, traditionally more nomadic, became one of the first 

to start the movement of the agricultural sector of Syria from the fields into the cities. 
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Political Instability 

 On the political front, the history of modern Syria is one where political liberties were 

an uncommon luxury for the general population. The country was initially run as a colonial 

mandate, only to then become an independent state under the rule of military governments.353 

With the rise to power of Hafez al-Assad, this military rule continued, but soon transitioned 

into a de facto dynastic system of government.354 The Assad governments were also run by 

Alawites, a minority group in Syria, which led to dissatisfaction by the majority Sunni 

population.355 This dissatisfaction remained noticeable during the rule of Hafez al-Assad in 

the 1980s but sprang up again in 2011 under the government of Bashar al-Assad.356 This 

dissatisfaction and repressions, however, are not the only reason for the collapse of the Syrian 

government. Other factors are required for a state to fall, and one of these is the conditions of 

the general population, as “no society is more than three meals away from revolution.357” 

 

Climatological Record 

 Throughout the history of the world, the natural world has constantly changed. This 

includes changes to the climate, and in the case of modern Syria, this can be credited both 

towards natural trends of warming and human impact on the environment. For Syria, the 

country already has a small area which is easy for human life to inhabit. Most of the country 

is arid desert with little water other than the Euphrates River and Lake Assad as well as 

seasonal lakes.358 Water shortages are the most prominent problem in Syria because of this 

lack of large natural water sources.359 Furthermore, the semi-arid climate that is found in 

Syria means that drought conditions are common, meaning water management is even more 

crucial for the country.360  

Syria has one of the highest cases of “water stress,” meaning a high scarcity of water, 

in the world, being ranked twelfth.361 Climatic changes, specifically the global trend of higher 

average temperatures, means that the susceptibility for drought conditions becomes more 

likely.362 In the case of Syria, the frequency and severity of drought conditions has increased 
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since the 1990s, with some droughts lasting over 200 days.363 In the northwestern portion of 

Syria, the average rainfall has decreased as well.364 What is noticeable is that in the south and 

southwestern portions of Syria, rainfall has actually seen an increase in rainfall.365 Water 

management is also a problem which comes from droughts, and with rising temperatures 

meaning a higher rate of droughts, the risk of poor water management also rises.366 Drought 

conditions mean the need to reuse water that is less pure, meaning a higher risk of disease 

outbreaks, such as cholera.367 For Damascus, the most important water source is the Figeh 

Spring, which has seen a decrease in its peak discharge.368 The Barada River is also found 

within Damascus creating an oasis which has since decreased in size.369 The reason for this 

decrease is both due to higher temperatures but also because of poor urban development, 

exacerbating water shortage problems.370 For average rainfall, Damascus in the summer 

typically receives 0.4 millimeters of rain, which commonly comes only in June, meaning 

greater reliance on permanent water sources.371 For comparison, the average in the winter 

months is 75 millimeters.372 Lattakia, a coastal city, receives more rain on average with the 

lowest in July at 0.9 millimeters and the highest in January at 163 millimeters.373 The coastal 

plain typically receives up to 1000 millimeters of rain annually, with the northern steppes 

ranging from 250 to 500 millimeters and the deserts receiving less than 130 millimeters.374 

Water shortages themselves have also been exacerbated through human activity on the 

environment independent of climate change. This human activity on the environment and its 

consequences will be looked into further after finishing discussion on the natural climate of 

Syria and its noted changes.  

 Average temperatures in Syria have also increased significantly, with consistent 

above average temperatures since 1998.375 All of these above averages after 2011 have also 

been major spikes compared to the average and even previous above average temperatures.376 
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Syria, with its desert climate, average hot temperatures, and lack of large vegetation outside 

of the coastal and upland regions, is also prone to heatwaves.377 These heatwaves since the 

2010s have seen a large increase due to the increase in temperatures and the lower amounts of 

rainfall in the south of Syria.378 Northern Syria also has seen higher temperatures, however 

rainfall has also increased overtime, reducing the risk of heatwaves.379 Temperatures in 

Damascus on average are at their lowest 0 C and the average maximum at 37 C.380 These 

temperature differences come from the arid steppe climate where Damascus is located, with 

higher temperatures the further from the coast a location is.381 Lattakia, comparatively, has 

less extreme differences between the average minimum and maximum temperatures, these 

being 8 C and 30 C respectively.382 By the coast temperatures typically are more mild, 

however desert temperatures can vary from frost conditions at night to highs up to 45 C 

during the day.383 With higher temperatures comes a myriad of consequences for the natural 

environment. For Syria this means a rise in desertification which happens when rising 

temperatures, combined with a lack of precipitation, leads fertile areas to degrade into desert 

conditions.384 This process can also happen due to human activity, specifically overgrazing 

by domestic animals.385  
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(Figure 6: Graph of water deficit in Alraqa, Aleppo, Hammah, & Dair Alzor from 1970-2019 

[Source: Ghazi Haleme]) 

 

Ecology of Syria 

 With the geography and climate of Syria, the ecology of the country can show how 

both what can live in Syria and the historical human impact on Syria itself. The location of 

Syria makes the country a crossroads for multiple ecological zones.386 The three geographic 

zones of Syria; the coastal plain, the upland area and the eastern plateau; all have their own 

environments and can be treated as separate entities within Syria.387 For vegetation, there are 

around 3100 different species of plants that have been recorded in Syria, 112 of which are 

perennial trees.388 Vegetation zones in Syria are divided by the same geographic regions, with 

the coastal plain, due to its more Mediterranean climate, having Mediterranean conifer 

forests.389 Prior to Syrian independence, around 33% of modern day Syria was forested.390 

Today, the total area of forestry in Syria is approximately 3% of the country.391 This 

remaining area of forest is predominately found in the coastal mountains with trees such as 
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strawberry and wild olive trees.392 In areas where deforestation occurred, this region is 

dominated by shrublands.393 Outside of the Mediterranean climate, most plants are bulbous 

flowering plants such as tulips and iris.394 The semi-arid climate zones also contain terebinth 

trees which are commonly harvested for turpentine, a material for synthetics.395 Shrub plants 

are also found in the semi-arid and arid regions of Syria and are used as grazing fodder.396 

 For animal life in Syria, most animals that can be found are bird species, with around 

394 recorded species.397 These bird species are mostly migratory  and are found in two 

places, the coastal mountain regions and the arid region.398 In the case of the arid region, this 

is due to salt flats that form around the Euphrates River. For mammals, most predatory large 

fauna that existed in Syria are no longer found, such as big cats.399 Smaller predatory species 

and large ungulates are still found in Syria.400 Along the coast whale species, monk seals, and 

sea turtles have been recorded.401 

 

Human Impacts on Syria 

 While climate change and environmental disasters can be solely a result of natural 

changes, human activity can and has impacted both climate and the environment. For human 

impacts, only actions which predate the Syrian Civil War will be written about, since the 

Civil War and post-Civil War period saw even greater environmental degradation.402 For 

Syria its most internationally profitable natural resource is petroleum.403 Because of this, the 

al-Assad governments pushed for greater oil production to finance their governments and the 

Syrian economy.404 More specifically, over 25% of the Syrian economy and the 

government’s revenue came from oil extraction and production prior to the 2011 Arab 

Spring.405 Oil is a fossil fuel, and the reliance on oil production by the Syrian government has 
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resulted in greater carbon emissions due to fossil fuel burning.406 This reliance on oil also led 

to a stunting of industry since oil production being a profitable industry, creating the 

conditions for a rentier state, which was the case for Syria prior to its takeover by the 

Ba’athist Party.407  

Other natural resources being extracted in Syria have led to environmental damage. 

The most prominent resource other than oil which Syria extracts and produces is 

phosphate.408 Phosphate in Syria is extracted with the intention of producing fertilizer for the 

domestic agricultural industry.409 The problem with phosphate production is twofold, with 

negative environmental effects coming from the extraction of phosphate when mining it and 

the waste management of phosphate by-products.410 For the mining of phosphate, a major 

problem is radiation exposure which results in both environmental degradation and human 

health risks.411 This radiation is further exacerbated by the fertilizer itself which can contain 

uranium and increases this exposure to a wider range of people and areas in Syria.412 The 

management of waste material that results from both phosphate mining and later usage as 

fertilizer is also poorly regulated in Syria.413 The specific waste from phosphate mining and 

production, phosphogypsum, is the largest source of waste production in Syria.414 This waste 

material can be used as a material for construction, such as for paving roads.415 In Syria, as 

with much of the world, however, the material is dumped into nearby water systems or other 

undesignated areas.416 The end result is this waste material both potentially seeping into water 

supply and evaporating into the air.417 In the Palmyra region, phosphate waste has been 

reportedly dumped into the Mediterranean, degrading the nearby coastal environment.418 The 

dumping of this material can also de-oxygenate local water sources due to its heavy metal 

and radioactive content.419 

 Waste management itself in Syria is also a more general problem for the environment. 

While phosphate waste is the largest by tonnage waste material produced, the next largest are 
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medical and industrial hazardous waste.420 Of this medical and industrial waste, the 

overwhelming majority was infectious waste followed by chemical and lastly radioactive 

waste.421 With this waste, the Assad governments did not have any enforced regulation on 

dumping waste material.422 This meant that waste management was done through local 

municipalities or through private companies.423 Medical centres also did not have 

standardized policies for dumping their waste material.424 This unregulated waste 

management industry did not give any enforced protocols on how and where waste material 

should be dumped, and therefore dumping was commonly done in uncontrolled sites close to 

settled areas.425 In the short term this led to potential damage to environmental damage based 

on littering but also the potential spread of radiation and disease.426 In the long term, this poor 

waste management has led to greater air pollution, especially in major cities such as 

Damascus.427 Poor management of waste also means further risk with soil and water 

contamination. Considering the geography of Syria, this means less land that can be used for 

agriculture or clean water. 

 While the impact on climate change to water supplies in Syria has already been 

discussed, what has not is how humans have impacted the already scarce water supply in 

Syria. The biggest reason for the creation of Lake Assad was to reduce the severity of 

droughts in Syria.428 Despite this, drought conditions in Syria have been historically more 

severe within the country than neighbouring states such as Lebanon and Jordan.429 This is 

despite similar annual precipitation averages and settlement patterns in these countries.430 

Water quality during drought conditions typically decreases as there are less sources for 

water itself.431 For the semi-arid and arid regions of Syria, unregulated waste dumping to 

places of convenience means an even higher risk of local water contamination and therefore 

less accessible places for water.432 The high usage of water also for people means that when 

scarcity hits, all sectors of life are heavily affected, creating a larger domino effect.433 Water 
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usage can also be found in the cotton industry which went from localized community-based 

businesses to government-run industries.434 This industry was one of the largest for both the 

raw production and raising of cotton but also the manufacturing of cotton products.435 One 

problem with this is that cotton requires a large amount of water to be grown, but also that 

cotton, while versatile, is not a consumable crop.436 This meant that for the Syrian economy, 

cotton production was a necessity but also another place where water needed to be 

diverted.437 

 

SECTION III: 2011 ARAB SPRING 

Movement of People in (and out of) Syria 

 With the crop and livestock failures that occurred during the 2006-2011 drought, the 

agrarian population of Syria was unable to rebound on losses.438 With the lack of economic 

opportunity now in their field of work, these populations moved to new areas.439 For the 

agrarian population, this meant relocation to urban centres for potential employment 

opportunities.440 During the Ba’athist period, mass industrialization and later 

commercialization meant there were more opportunities for people to find new sectors of 

employment.441 Furthermore, the addition of women into the workforce and the centralized 

control of the domestic economy throughout much of the early Ba’athist period meant there 

was always a large, loyal labor market for the Syrian government to use.442 For the agrarian 

population, this meant there was an alternative for them instead of continuing in their 

uncertain professions. For the urban centres, this saw a large uptick in population growth and 

with it a larger population with no immediate employment opportunities.443 Where these 

people were coming from are parts of Syria where drought conditions were at their worst, 

which for the five-year drought was along the Euphrates River.444 These communities were 

predominately not of the Arab population as the Euphrates River is a natural border between 
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the majority Sunni Arab and Kurdish populations within Syria.445 From data during the start 

of the Syrian Revolution, cities such as Aleppo, Latakia, Homs, Damascus, and Dara’a were 

where a large majority of the protests which led to the Syrian Revolution and later Civil War 

occurred.446 These urban centres are both the most prominent within Syria and also where 

internal migration was the most significant.447 What is also important is how close some 

agrarian areas were to these cities, as outside of the Western Syrian Desert, much of Syria is 

classified as “cropland,” making this internal migration much easier for the local 

population.448 These communities were viewed negatively by the local urban population as 

people undercutting employment opportunities and wages as well as being competition.449 

Furthermore, the population moving into the cities from the rural areas were susceptible to 

spreading disease to the urban centres.450 This is because of the lack of clean water sources, 

the homogeneic domestic livestock population, and the uptick of insect populations in the 

rural agricultural areas.451 

 
(Figure 7: Population in Syria from 1950 to 2013 [Source: Gleick]) 
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 While this internal migration into Syria was the most impactful for starting the Syrian 

Revolution, there was also a large population coming from outside of Syria. This outside 

population mostly came from Iraq and Palestine.452 For people moving from these two 

countries to Syria, the main reason was fleeing conflict.453 Since 1960, Arab refugees from 

neighboring countries have been allowed into Syria.454 This was part of the pan-Arab and 

Ba’athist ideology which the Syrian government promoted.455 For Palestinians, this influx 

into Syria started with the 1948 Arab-Israeli War and was relatively small in number with 

around 80,000 refugees.456 Since then, the number of Palestinians in Syria has increased to 

around 120,000.457 What makes this population important in regard to Syrian politics is how 

domestic Palestinian politics work. Palestinians, as with Syrians, can be divided into two 

camps. The first are the left-wing pan-Arabists and communists, the second are the 

Islamists.458 For Iraqis, their history in Syria is more complicated but also more recent. Iraqis 

are also not a monolithic group, as both Syria and Iraq share cultural groups across their 

borders beyond Arabs. More specifically, the Kurdish population in Iraq has in recent history 

had people seek refuge in Syria.459 This was both because of the insurgencies within Iraq 

since the 2003 Iraq War and the anti-Kurdish policies enacted by Saddam Hussein.460 Other 

Iraqi groups within Syria originate from other periods of conflict within Iraq, such as the 

Iran-Iraq War.461 Most of these refugees stopped entering after the Gulf War in 1991, but 

Iraqis continued into Syria up until 2007, when the Syrian government ended their open door 

policy towards other Arab groups.462 These Arab refugees shared a similar reputation as the 

agrarian internal migrants during the five year drought, but with the addition of them not 

being seen as Syrian but rather as foreigners.463 These migrations by both foreign refugees 

and the domestic unemployed into urban centres led to higher tensions within the cities both 

between themselves, the locals, and most importantly, a government seen as unresponsive to 

the drought and famine crisis. 
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The Spark for the Arab Spring 

 The movement of people as a result of both internal and external factors all helped to 

culminate with the rise of political and social dissent in Syria. Already Syria had political 

organizations which were opposed to the ruling government of Bashar al-Assad, but there 

were even more people which these organizations were able to rally to their causes. The 

easiest way to do so was to appeal to the problems of the economy. The Syrian economy by 

this point saw neoliberal reforms correlating with the environmental downturn which affected 

all sectors of life.464 The Syrian economy historically was very centralized with the state 

running all major industries and businesses.465 This created for the general population an 

assumption that when problems with the economy did arise, it was the duty of the state to 

rectify these problems.466 During this time, however, the government of Bashar al-Assad was 

pursuing a plan of greater economic deregulation and globalization.467 This did not mean 

privatization of industries, but more relaxed policies for industries to grow.468 This was 

combined with an increase in free trade and the opening of the domestic market to the global 

market.469 Something that should be understood about neoliberalizing reforms, especially in 

countries with extremely centralized and state-run industries is that open markets can lead to 

weaker domestic markets.470 What this means is that state-run industries are unable to 

compete in a globalizing system without further support from the state.471 During this time, 

the government of Bashar al-Assad was beginning to withdraw subsidies from the state-run 

industries, forcing them to become more self-reliant.472  
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(Figure 8: Structure of the Syrian economy from 2007 [Source: Breisinger et al]) 

 This pursuit of economic self-reliance and market neoliberalization, mixed with the 

long drought caused by both natural climatic change and human environmental degradation 

led to these industries failing. For the agricultural industry, this saw a lack of agrarian 

reforms under the Bashar al-Assad regime.473 For the agrarian population, this meant there 

was no chance for their occupations to be saved.474 The last agrarian reform done in Syria by 

this point predated the series of droughts which impacted Syria since the turn of the 

millennium.475 This meant that the reforms which intended to exploit all available land where 

crops could be grown were based on potentially outdated information regarding where clean 

water was available.476 This lack of clean water also meant that whatever was grown may 

have been contaminated with unclean water sources, leading to a higher risk of disease.477 

The need for clean water and economic downturn led to more people in the cities, 

while the population already in the cities were now being affected by the decline in job 

opportunities.478 By 2011, the rate of unemployment in Syria had surpassed 33% of the 
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population.479 This rise of unemployment later grew further with the continuous migration of 

economic refugees from the countryside.480 The most immediate problem with this large 

unemployed population is that there are no opportunities available for them. This lack of 

opportunity then leads to these same people pushing for changes for their own benefits. From 

here, the spark of revolution began from those with no immediate opportunities for 

themselves. Earlier pushes for reform did not come from this group of people, but rather from 

the upper echelons of Syrian society.481 Initially it was communities with a lack of 

representation that already had figures in positions of power, such as the Alawites with the al-

Assad family.482 In other cases, it was the intelligentsia influenced by political and social 

movements found outside of Syria.483 In this situation, it was the large, impoverished 

populations of people who saw a lack of opportunities other than crime or insurrection.484 For 

the urban population, the blame could be pinned on the rising refugee population both 

domestic and abroad. For those who left their agrarian livelihoods for the cities, the blame 

could be placed on the natural environment and the inability to survive in the countryside 

anymore. But for both groups, the government of Syria was an easy target for blame since it 

was the Syrian government which intervened before and was now seen as being complicit in 

the damage.485 

With a large unemployed population concentrated in a few major urban centres who 

see the state as to blame for their grievances, the opportunity for political organization to 

mobilize now comes to fruition. Political opposition in Syria during this period was able to 

take advantage of the long period of drought to promote the overthrow of the al-Assad 

regime.486 How these aims were declared varied with every population and in each city. For 

some, the secular government was the target, with Islamist groups such as the Muslim 

Brotherhood appealing to the majority Sunni population.487 For ethnic and minorities such as 

the Druze and Kurds, the problem was a lack of political representation or local autonomy to 
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fix their internal affairs.488 For the general population it was a lack of political representation 

that allowed for the crisis in Syria to spiral to what it now was.489 For those within the 

government, now was an opportunity to assert their own power over Bashar al-Assad.490 

These political movements had already existed since the start of the Hafez al-Assad 

government, but now there was an opportunity not seen since the ascension of Bashar al-

Assad in 2000.491 The political landscape in Syria now saw not only the intelligentsia, much 

of which was exiled from the country, but also the lower classes.492 These political groups 

can themselves be divided between Islamist organizations and liberal republican 

movements.493 Islamist groups were mostly dominated by the majority Sunni Arab population 

within Syria with some organizations also including Kurdish communities.494 

Another way to divide these organizations is between the general Syrian opposition 

whose goals were internal and for Syria itself, and Kurdish and other minority-based political 

organizations.495 The general Syrian Opposition during this period was united in their 

opposition to the government of Bashar al-Assad and the policies that were implemented both 

by him and his predecessor Hafez al-Assad.496 Some of this opposition also came from the 

Assad family being Alawite rather than Sunni Arab which was seen as the majority of the 

population being unrepresented while a minority community was given greater political 

power.497 This same sentiment against minority and foreign communities was used by the 

Syrian Opposition and other political dissident groups as blame for the economic crisis 

affecting Syria.498 Within the Syrian Opposition, ideology ranged from Secular democratic 

liberalism to Trotskyite revolutionaries and supporters of the Muslim Brotherhood.499 Within 

this movement were also two separate opposition groups with the first being a big tent 

movement while the second being a broadly Islamist organization.500 This general Syrian 

Opposition also included the Druze population found in Southern Syria who were against the 
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Assad government for similar reasons as the Kurdish groups.501 The Kurdish majority 

organizations ideologically held their grievances towards the lack of Kurdish representation 

within the Syrian government.502 Kurds are also not an Arab culture but are instead an Iranian 

culture, meaning the Syrian Ba’athist ideology ran opposed to a separate Kurdish identity.503 

These groups are not exclusively Kurdish, but also consist of other ethnic minority groups 

found in the Northeast of Syria, such as Assyrians and secular Arabs.504 Politically these 

groups were both for minority representation but also were broadly more aligned with 

socialist, anarchist, and communist movements.505 For all of these groups, the original push 

for change came through peaceful means, however the means to do this were difficult. 

 

How to Voice their Concerns 

 Historically, the Syrian government under the Ba’athist period did not tolerate dissent 

from any part of the country, be it those with political power or even those in the lowest 

echelons of society.506 This meant that any attempt at voicing criticism towards the 

government was met with harsh reprisals. The same happened when the urban populations 

within Syria in 2011 began protesting.507 Initially, these protests were for reforms in the 

government system as for the people of Syria it was the state that was the machination which 

brought prosperity in the past.508 It was the Syrian government that had responded to past 

droughts with relief and quick-fix reforms during the government of Hafez al-Assad and now 

it was time for relief by Bashar al-Assad.509 Instead, the relief not only did not come from the 

government, but it came from outside assistance which in some cases had a negative impact 

on the lives of the unemployed masses.510 The most prominent example being the importing 

of food creating competition for the already struggling agrarian and pastoral communities, 

accelerating the migration of these people to the urban centres.511 These initial protests were 

both calls for government intervention on behalf of the people, but also for the state to assist 

them in keeping or returning to their livelihoods.512 The response from the Syrian government 
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under Bashar al-Assad was similar to that of Hafez al-Assad, with dissent met with force 

rather than negotiation.513 For Hafez al-Assad this worked due to both the lack of wide-range 

communication between people and also his cult of personality and propaganda for great 

projects such as Lake Assad.514 

 For Bashar al-Assad, he neither had the means to successfully suppress the means of 

communication between people nor the same political veneration by the masses.515 

Communication by the 2010s had improved with the rise of the internet which became a 

means for people to communicate easily.516 The internet and its accessibility for especially 

the younger generation is credited for the start of the Arab Spring protests and revolutions.517 

This access to the internet along with the amount of people who were unemployed being in 

the younger generation meant there was a lot of time and energy that was being unspent.518 

As seen in other cases of revolutions in the modern age, when the youth have no immediate 

purpose, they will make themselves a purpose.519 Because of the political repression, 

however, they did not see a legal avenue to petition for their grievances against the 

government. This led to political opposition attaining a new pool of people to recruit from 

and with the ability to communicate beyond physical interactions, this allowed for dissent to 

grow despite political repression.520 With the rise in unemployment, migration of a low-wage 

labor pool into the cities, and lack of purpose in the younger generation, this led to the initial 

protests for reform.521 The crackdown by the government of Bashar al-Assad, instead of 

suppressing this dissent, made the dissent even more powerful as messages of dissent could 

be spread beyond the cities under crackdown.522 It was this new mode of communication 

where people could petition their grievances to others who agreed with them, and with a 

government that refused initially to negotiate, opposition became more organized and 

prepared to start a revolution.523 

 

Bashar al-Assad & The 2011 Syrian Arab Spring 

                                                
513 Ma’oz, 259. 
514 Colleo, 154. 
515 Simon Mabon, “Aiding Revolution? Wikileaks, Communication and the “Arab Spring” in Egypt,” Third 
World Quarterly, 2013, 1845. 
516 Ibid, 1845. 
517 Ibid, 1845. 
518 Selby et al, 24. 
519 Ibid, 24. 
520 Ma’oz, 259. 
521 Selby et al, 26. 
522 Kumaraswamy, 57. 
523 Ibid, 57. 



 In 2011, the government of Syria saw a series of large-scale protests by the local 

population.524 The initial protests started after a police officer assaulted and arrested a man on 

26 January, leading to calls for protests from 4 to 5 February.525 These protests were for the 

release of this person from prison, however these protests were minor and quickly fizzled 

away.526 This early set of protests did however show that people were critical of how the 

government, at least in Damascus, conducted itself. Both the governments of Hafez and 

Bashar al-Assad were referred to as “totalitarian” with noticeably unfair elections and a lack 

of civil liberties.527 One month later, on 6 March, security forces in Daraa, Syria apprehended 

15 students who were accused of writing anti-government slogans, such as “the people want 

the fall of the regime.”528 Starting from 15 March until 19 March, a series of large-scale 

protests occurred in the Daraa governorate and quickly spread into other parts of Syria.529 

Initially, the Syrian government blamed foreign powers for sowing dissent and inciting the 

protests, specifically the Qatari government.530 On 15 March, protests occurred in Damascus 

calling for the end of the Bashar government along with the release of political prisoners and 

the end of the “emergency law” which gave the Syrian president immense powers.531 This 

ended with another round of crackdowns by the Syrian government.532 By 18 March, the 

protests became some of the largest in recent history for Syria, and the government responded 

with lethal force via the Syrian Arab Army to quell the protests.533 Estimates state there were 

approximately four deaths and 3000 arrests, however there is no official documentation of 

either statistic.534 One incident included the attacking of the Omari Mosque with initially non-

lethal means.535 Despite the firepower of the Syrian Arab Army, control of Daraa was not 

regained and the initially peaceful protests soon devolved into a popular uprising.536 The 

overthrow of the local Ba’athist government by protesters resulted in Daraa being known as 

the “Cradle of the Syrian Revolution.537” Other cities also saw protests during 18 March, 
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including Damascus and Hama, the site of the Hama Massacre.538 On 23 March, Maher al-

Assad, leading an armoured division of the Syrian Arab Army, attacked a mosque in Daraa, 

resulting in further casualties.539 The reason for the attack on the mosque was over claims that 

protesters were stockpiling weapons to combat the government crackdown.540 Two days later, 

more mass protests across Syria occurred, with the desolation of statues of Hafez and Bashar 

al-Assad, resulting in more crackdowns. On 30 March, Bashar al-Assad addressed the 

protests and crackdowns, calling the protests a conspiracy being led by the Israeli government 

to destabilize the Syrian government.541 In his address, reforms were mentioned as a 

possibility only after the economic and political crisis was stabilized.542  

 
(Figure 9: Locations of Protests in 2011 in Syria [Source: Ash & Obradovich]) 

 This “Syrian Revolution” was not a sporadic event, but rather the result of a wave of 

earlier protests across the Arab World. Syria itself was the eighth Arab country to see 

turmoil.543 These protests and their consequences have become collectively known as the 

“Arab Spring” and lasted from late 2010 until at the latest 2014, with Syria’s crisis ending 

even later in 2024.544 These protests were due in large part to human rights violations being 
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committed by their respective governments.545 Initial protests were met with harsh reprisals, 

such as in the Western Sahara.546 However the first successful protest came out of Tunisia 

with the overthrow of the government with the exile of the President of Tunisia to Saudi 

Arabia, the dissolution of the political police and the ruling political party, the releasing of 

prisoners and the creation of a new government.547 This government overthrow became an 

inspiration for other movements in the Arab World. The success and severity of these protests 

varied greatly between countries, with only five countries seeing their governments 

overthrown, two of these countries also suffered civil war, Syria and Libya.548 Most countries 

saw either unsuccessful protests or government reforms.549 The aftermath of the event of the 

Arab Spring led to what is known as the “Arab Winter.550” The Arab Winter refers to the 

subsequent political violence and failure of political liberalization.551 Another aspect of the 

Arab Winter is the rise of political Islam, specifically Salafism and Qutbism.552 

 After the Syrian government lost control over the Daraa Governorate, the government 

proposed and pushed concessions to appease those protesting. Most of these early 

concessions were directed towards the Sunni population which makes up the majority of 

people in Syria as well as the Kurdish population.553 The only casino in Syria was closed and 

restrictions on religious garments were loosened.554 Kurds in Syria were also granted 

citizenship who were treated as “foreigners.555” Another major concession was the end of the 

“emergency rule,” which ended on 21 April, 2011.556 There was also an attempt to have 

dialogue between the Syrian government and the protesters, however this never came to be 

due to there being no end to the crackdowns and the representatives being almost exclusively 

from the Ba’ath Party.557 Despite these planned concessions, they did not strike at the heart of 

the problems in Syria, but instead were ways to alleviate pressure on the Syrian government. 

This failure to implement, or at least portray themselves as implementing, substantial 

economic and political reforms led to the intensification of the Arab Spring in Syria. 
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 Starting in April of 2011, the Syrian government intensified their crackdown on 

protesters, starting in the Daraa region.558 On 25 April until 5 May, 2011, the Syrian 

government deployed troops to the city of Daraa.559 Prior to this on 8 April, there were 

clashes between the Syrian security forces and protesters leading to the deaths of protesters, 

with another clash on 22 April.560 The resultant siege started with the raiding of mosques by 

the Syrian military, specifically the Omari Mosque as it was seen as the main headquarters 

for the protesters in Daraa.561 Another action taken on the first day was the cutting off of 

supplies, including water and electricity, to the city as a means of forcing capitulation by the 

protesters through attrition.562 Aid, including access to water, did not arrive into the city until 

5 May.563 On the same day when supplies were cut from the city, the military entered, with 

over 100 casualties and hundreds more arrested.564 Claims surrounding the immediate 

aftermath of the initial assault included a continued military presence, with snipers constantly 

on watch in Daraa for potential dissenters.565 Other sources, including Al-Jazeera, a new 

network associated with the Muslim Brotherhood, claimed troops were injured and arrested 

for refusing orders to kill suspected protesters.566 The city of Daraa continued to have protests 

against the military presence, and on 16 May, people were allowed outside of their homes.567 

The political consequences of this siege included the resignation of 233 members of the 

Ba’ath Party over the increasingly harsh treatment of civilians.568 Furthermore, the siege had 

the opposite effect, as instead protests intensified. 

 In May, multiple cities surrounding Damascus were also stormed by the military as a 

means to quell dissent. From 15-19 May, the city of Talkalakh, in the Homs region of Syria, 

was besieged by the Syrian military, resulting in at least 27 deaths as well as a major refugee 

crisis, with thousands attempting to flee into Lebanon.569 This, along with other sieges by the 

Syrian military only led to further destabilization of the government and a greater 

intensification of the protests. By the end of May 2011, the protests in Syria quickly changed 
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into a full-fledged opposition movement.570 This now organized opposition started to gain 

support within the Syrian government and military apparatus, with at least two military or 

security officials defecting to the opposition.571 The response by the Syrian government being 

harsher crackdowns, including another purging of the military of potential dissenters.572 Early 

instances of this change from protest to insurrection came on 4 June, when a building housing 

security forces was set on fire in Idlib.573 Two days later, Sunni militiamen ambushed 

military forces entering Idlib, resulting in civilians in the city, fearing reprisals, to flee to 

Turkey.574 More sieges by the military occurred in June in most cities, however two saw a 

lack of protests, Damascus and Aleppo.575 The main reason was due to urban support for 

Bashar al-Assad at this time remained relatively high.576 On 3 July, continued repressions 

resulted in another siege of Hama, known as the “Ramadan Massacre.577”  Following this 

action, which resulted in over 200 deaths by the end of the siege in August, the Free Syrian 

Army was established.578 This group was founded by defecting Syrian military members and 

became the first formal armed opposition against the Assad government, starting the Syrian 

Civil War.579 

 

Conclusion: Theory Implementation 
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(Figure 1X: Flowchart on the collapse of polities [Source: Homer-Dixon]) 

In applying the theory of environmental scarcity and its increase in violence by Thomas F 

Homer-Dixon, the reasons for the collapse of the political authority of Syria can be seen in a 

greater light. In general, what the theory showed is how an unequal access to resources 

combined with a rising population leads to greater scarcity of these resources.580 Even 

further, these resources can also see a decline in quality over time either as the initial cause 

for later problems, or an after effect of previous issues.581 This environmental scarcity which 

comes from these initial factors then leads to a decrease in production and the migration of 

populations.582 From here, states lose authority and the ability to manage themselves and 

potentially assist their populations, resulting in internal strife such as ethnic conflicts, 

resource conflicts, and coup attempts.583 For Syria, the roadmap for these events are easy to 

spot. Renewable resources, specifically water, saw a decline in quality with poor regulations 

in regard to waste management.584 The decrease in quantity came from the five year period of 

drought, which, compared to previous drought cycles, lasted longer than the Syrian 

government had historically managed.585 Population growth is a constant in modern states 

without any catastrophic events, and for Syria this is no different.586 For unequal resource 

access, the centralization of the state and its exclusive access to resources meant all resources 

were directed to specific industries by the state.587 The cotton industry, for example, was 

given priority access to water as this industry was already heavily reliant on water for the 
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cultivation of cotton.588 This came at the expense of the agricultural and pastoral population 

which needed water for their own crops and livestock. These groups, however, were not as 

profitable for the state as the cotton industry. When the five-year drought hit, the amount of 

water decreased for the general population, despite historical attempts to alleviate this natural 

occurrence through agricultural reforms and the creation of artificial lakes.589 Soon the 

agrarian population started to leave the countryside since their means of living were now 

being destroyed by a lack of water.590 This lack of clean water also led to a rise in disease 

susceptibility and a decline in the quality of crops and livestock yields.591 This new 

population moving into urban centres were unemployed, and with the weakening economy 

for the entire state, this led to a crisis of government management.592 From here, tensions that 

were already underneath the surface in Syria began to come to the top, with an unruly 

population pushing for change. First came the calls for reform based on deprivation of 

livelihoods and a perceived, though accurate, lack of political representation.593 These 

escalated with ethnic groups aligning themselves with political factions and soon ethnic 

conflict which was already underneath the surface came to the forefront of the political 

culture of Syria.594 This all culminated with the 2011 Arab Spring protests and the later 

Syrian Civil War, which ended in the total collapse of the government of Bashar al-Assad.595 

What this shows is that the theory helps to describe how one problem which was overlooked 

by the state soon led to a snowball effect, with the environmental problem becoming a social 

one, ending with the collapse of the state. 

 

SECTION IV: CONCUSION 

Climate Change 

 With the initial response by the Syrian government to the protests in 2011, Syria was 

again in a situation the region had seen before in its history. The violent suppression as a 

means for the government to buy time and accelerate the end of these protests instead led to 

the sudden rise in both protests and later armed revolts.596 The collapse of the political 

authority of the regime of Bashar al-Assad shares aspects with earlier events in Syrian history 
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that saw the fall of both foreign empires and local polities. In the case of modern Syria, as 

with other examples that will be given, there was the problem of a shift in climate and the 

problem of centralization. For climate change, Syria was already susceptible to droughts due 

to the semi-arid and arid climate in much of the country.597 The problem was that unlike 

previous droughts that occurred in modern Syria, this one lasted for more than double the 

usual time.598 This drought led to people no longer being able to feed themselves in the 

countryside via subsistence farming and herding.599 From there, any labor that could help 

these people survive had to come from the cities, meaning a mass migration of people into 

already highly populated cities.600 These same cities were also suffering because of both a 

lack of food and water being produced but also from the poor conditions inside these cities.601 

High unemployment was also prevalent already by the time this migration of people was 

happening, meaning there was no ability for this new population to improve their 

livelihoods.602 This large unemployed population then tried to find help from the government, 

and the response was not reform but repression. 

 

Centralization 

 As climate change, specifically a long drought, led to the initial crisis of population 

migration, it was the Syrian government that caused its own demise. The Syrian government 

in its centralized system was seen as the means in which positive change comes to the 

country.603 This centralization of the Syrian government was similar to ancient Syrian 

polities, with the same political culture and a similar style of administrative institutions.604 

The leader was not seen as simply the head of state, but also as a savior of the people.605 For 

the al-Assad family, sometimes referred to as a dynasty, this went as far as comparisons to 

divine figures such as Muhammad.606 This centralized system also pushed away any potential 

rival movements that could threaten the absolute authority of the state.607 This included 

political organizations, ambitious figures within and outside of the functions of the state, and 
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even religious institutions.608 This persecution saw violent purges and political repression, 

including massacres of cities where political dissent was seen as rampant, such as Hamaa in 

1981 and 1982.609 This cult of personality, while lessened under Bashar al-Assad, remained a 

powerful tool of keeping the state centralized.610 

 This centralization of the state was also an economic action, with all institutions under 

the authority of the one in charge of the state, and all functions pertinent to the state being 

under the same rule.611 In the context of the economy, the internal development of Syria, 

including electrification, infrastructure projects, and improvements in agriculture and water 

access, were credited to the government of Hafez al-Assad.612 It was during this period of 

centralized rule where reforms to make Syria more self-reliant came to pass, meaning that 

every aspect of industry, from cultivation to manufacturing and commercialization, was 

directed by the state in some capacity.613 For the general population, this included access to 

food being from within rather than a reliance on outside assistance.614 It was this 

centralization that led the population into seeing the Syrian government as the means in 

which economic progress, prosperity, and stabilization came about.615 More importantly, it 

meant any problem or change that occurred was the responsibility of the leader, in this case 

Bashar al-Assad, to fix.616 
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Chapter III: Late Bronze Age Collapse in Syria 

 From around 1595 BC until 1200 BC, the Near East was in the last phase of the 

Bronze Age.617  In the 12th century BC, a series of political, social, and environmental events 

within the Eastern Mediterranean region led to the wide-scale collapse of polities within the 

region.618 The biggest of these collapses were the fall of the Hittite Empire in Anatolia, the 

Mycenaean civilization in Greece, and the city-state of Ugarit in modern-day Syria.619 From 

this period onwards, the Near East entered a “dark age” period until the rise of the Neo-

Assyrian Empire in 911BC.620 Understanding why the Late Bronze Age collapse happened in 

the Near East requires an analysis of how polities in the region acted both internally and with 

neighboring polities. Furthermore, the question of how the environment changes and the 

domino effect it had will also be analyzed. More specifically, the problem which these 

polities had in their failures to survive during this period of both political and environmental 

instability. For the case of Syria, Ugarit as a polity shows the most promise in understanding 

why the Late Bronze Age Collapse happened in the Near East. The main reason for using 

Ugarit as an example is because of the power which the polity had in the region, with it being 

a main centre of trade.621 The standing of the polity among other polities also helps to show 

how interpolity relationships worked.622 Lastly, the question of the Sea Peoples will be 

looked into. More specifically, whether the Sea Peoples were an internal community to the 

Near East or, as depicted in Egyptian iconography, a group external invading force moving 

into the Near East.623 

 

SECTION I: Background to Late Bronze Age 
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(Figure 1: Four Maps of the Late Bronze Age) 

 The Late Bronze Age was the final part of the larger Bronze Age Period, which 

precedes the Iron Age and succeeds the Caltholithic Age.624 The Bronze Age itself is defined 

by the use of bronze in a community or geographic region.625 For Western Asia, the Bronze 

Age started with the rise of Sumer in the Fourth Millenium BC and ended with the Late 

Bronze Age Collapse in 1200 BC.626 The Late Bronze Age in Western Asia began with the 

rise of large regional powers such as the Hittite Empire in Anatolia, the Middle Assyrian 

Empire in Northern Mesopotamia, the Hurrian-Mittani Empire of the Northern Levant, and 

the Kingdom of Egypt.627 One important aspect of the Late Bronze Age to note is that the 

term is not universal.628 Instead, the division of the Bronze Age into Early, Intermediate or 

Middle, and Late is used exclusively in reference to Western Asia.629 During the Late Bronze 

Age, these major polities conducted diplomacy and pursued policies of influence onto nearby 

neighboring polities.630 This also included diplomatic hierarchies produced by the power 

these polities projected both onto their weaker neighbors and towards polities of equal 

power.631 Another major part of the Late Bronze Age was the major trade routes throughout 
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Western Asia.632 These trade relations were the backbone for interpolity diplomacy as well as 

what birthed more cosmopolitan material cultures in Western Asia.633 More specifically, a 

material culture known as the “international style,” which saw designs for goods based from 

multiple different polities.634 This style of decorations and goods shows how interpolity trade 

and cultural exchange grew in prominence.635 The “international style,” due to the target 

demographic being the elites and rulers of polities, used material of high value such as gold, 

silver, and ivory.636 Qatna in particular has a large amount of goods based on the 

“international style.”637 This mass trade also generated more power for those governing 

polities in the Late Bronze Age.638 How these polities, both the large regional powers and the 

smaller communities interacted and governed themselves can explain why the Late Bronze 

Age Collapse happened.639 

 The political geography of Western Asia in the Late Bronze Age shows three general 

types of polities that were found during the period. The first being city-states which were 

dominated by a single hereditary monarch.640 These polities typically had the ruling of a king 

over the city itself and tribal groups holding authority in the outskirts of the polity.641 The 

second are tribal confederations which were decentralized polities united either by a system 

of alliances or a single ruler.642 These types of polities were commonly based around similar 

cultural backgrounds.643 The final type of polity were empires which covered vast expanses 

of Western Asia.644 While there was a single absolute ruler who dominated the polity, there 

was also a system of bureaucrats and governors below the ruler which assisted in the 
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administration of the polity.645 These polities also had a system of viceroys and vassals which 

paid tribute in taxes and soldiers.646 The Late Bronze Age itself starts with the sack of 

Babylon by the Hittite king Mursili I in 1595 BC.647 

 In Anatolia, the Hittite Empire dominated the region with the Late Bronze Age being 

both the height and the latest point of the history of the polity.648 The Hittites themselves 

were an Indo-European culture which had taken the name of a non-Indo-European group 

which preceded their migration to Anatolia called the Hatti.649 The Hittites were also one of 

the dominant powers of Western Asia during the Late Bronze Age competing with Egypt 

over dominance in the Levant.650 In the Late Bronze Age, the Hittite polity is referred to as 

being in the “Hittite Empire period” due to their extreme expansion under King Tudhaliya 

I.651 This early phase saw initial expansion followed by successive weakening of the polity.652 

This was also the period of Hittite history with the reigns of Šuppiluliuma I and Mursili II 

who both saw continued territorial expansion of the polity.653 The decline of the Hittites came 

with the death of Tudhaliya IV who oversaw the decline of the empire to its eastern rival, the 

Middle Assyrian Empire.654 The last king was Šuppiluliuma II who reigned during the 

Bronze Age Collapse which saw the complete destruction of the Hittite Empire and the rise 

of the Syro-Hittite states.655 Other groups in Anatolia included the Hattians which lived in 

what became the central territory of the Hittite Empire.656 This territory during the early parts 

of the Late Bronze Age saw the development of Assyrian trading posts called Karums, 

meaning ports.657 These trading posts were colonies which lasted until the conquest of 

Assyria by Hammurabi in 1756 BC.658 Karums held permanent settlements of Assyrians 

which intermarried with local communities, sometimes even having other families in Assyria 

proper, and used these ports to claim resources such as silver for themselves.659 These 
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Karums were also how writing was introduced to Anatolia, specifically cuneiform as another 

group in Anatolia, the Luwians, also had their own writing system.660 The Luwians were an 

Anatolian group found in the Hittite Empire which had a hieroglyphic writing system.661 This 

group were Indo-European and were found in Kizzuwatna, a kingdom under Hittite vassalage 

located in modern-day Cilicia.662 Surrounding the Hittites in Anatolia were multiple 

confederations such as the Lukka in Southwestern Anatolia and the Arzawa who were a 

confederation as well as vassals of the Hittites.663 Another group were the Wilusa which have 

been identified with the ancient city of Troy.664 

 Egypt during the Late Bronze Age was under the “New Kingdom” also referred to as 

the “Egyptian Empire.”665 This period of ancient Egypt contained the Eighteenth, Nineteenth, 

and Twentieth dynasties and is seen as one of the three “golden ages” of Egypt.666 For Egypt, 

it was the Nineteenth Dynasty which was the height of power for the New Kingdom and saw 

Egypt expand into the Levant with the city of Kadesh as the furthest extent northwards.667 

The end of the Nineteenth Dynasty resulted in a civil war which ended with the rise of the 

Twentieth Dynasty of Egypt.668 This final dynasty of the New Kingdom of Egypt saw the 

invasion of the Sea Peoples under Rameses III and the further weakening of Egypt.669 After 

the death of Rameses III, the priestly class of Egypt gained more power over the politics of 

Egypt to the point that they were de facto ruling Upper Egypt.670 The way Egypt governed in 

the Levant was different from the governing done in Egypt proper, with the polities of the 

Levant being near independent city states under the protection of either the Egyptians, 

Hittites, or the Assyrians.671 For the Levant, the Late Bronze Age saw the fall of the Kingdom 

of Mitanni or Hanigalbat which was a Hurrian polity.672 The Hurrians were an Indo-Aryan 

culture that had both linguistic and political similarities with the Indo-Aryan polities found in 
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South Asia.673 The throne names of Mittani rulers were of Indo-Aryan origin from the first 

known ruler, Shuttarna I.674 Indo-Aryan deities such as Mitra, Varuna, Indra, and Nasatya 

were also invoked by the Mittani as seen in treaties between the Hittites under Šuppiluliuma I 

and the Mittani under Sattiwaza.675 The social classes were based around a warrior elite with 

charioteers having the highest privileges and most powerful estates.676 These military elite 

also show a language that was explicitly Indo-Aryan.677 Conversely, the general population 

under Mittani rule were Hurrians, which were a people from Northern Syria with a unique 

language.678 While the Mittani were a major polity, there are no texts by the Mittani which 

have been found679 Instead, knowledge of the Mittani comes from neighboring polities and 

their commentaries about the Mittani.680 The Kingdom of Mittani lasted as the most 

prominent polity in Syria until the Great Syrian War between Šuppiluliuma I and Tushrata, 

the king of the Mittani around 1345 BC.681 After this war the Mittani were partitioned 

between the Hittites and the Assyrians, with the remaining unconquered territory becoming 

the rump polity of Hanigalbat.682 This remaining territory was later conquered and 

administered by the Assyrians with the governor of the region being referred to as the “King 

of Hanigalbat.”683 

 Other than the Mittani, all other polities which were found in the Levant were small-

scale city-states.684 Prior to the Late Bronze Age, these polities were under the control of 

large kingdoms ruled by Amorites.685 These Amorite kingdoms were found in Syria and 

Mesopotamia with the Amorites themselves being a Semitic people.686 Polities founded by 

the Amorites include Mari, Ugarit, and Ebla which were major polities in the Northern 

Levant.687 These small polities were important trading centres and used as an intermediary 

region between the Assyrians, Hittites, and Egyptians for influence.688 The early Assyrians 
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and Babylonians were also governed in their early history by autocrats who were Amorites.689 

Another Amorite polity was the kingdom of Amurru, the name of which later became used as 

a broader name for the entirety of the Northern Levantine region.690 Northern Levantine 

civilizations also included the Phoenicians which lived along modern day Lebanon and 

Syria.691 The Late Bronze Age Collapse period was also the beginning of the rise of 

Phoenician civilization.692 The Southern Levant contained the Canaanite people with the later 

Israelite people appearing towards the very end of the Late Bronze Age.693 Both of these 

people were Semitic with the latter group, the Israelites, being unique in their religion being 

henotheistic or even monotheistic during this period.694 The final major group from Syria 

were the Arameans who were a semi-nomadic pastoral people from the region.695 The 

Arameans never had a singular polity but rather multiple independent polities throughout 

Western Asia.696 While not a Levantine polity, Alasiya was a major region for Western Asia, 

located in modern-day Cyprus.697 This island was during the Late Bronze Age a major 

connection between Western Asia and the Mycenaean Greek world through trade routes.698 
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(Figure 2: Locations of Mycenaean Pottery Found in the Levant & Cyprus) 

 The final portion of Western Asia was Mesopotamia which in this period was divided 

between the northern power of Assyria and the southern power of Babylonia.699 Assyria 

during the Late Bronze Age was after the Assyrian Dark Age which was a result of the 

collapse of Old Assyria after conflict with the Old Babylonian Empire.700 As such, the fall of 

Old Babylon in 1595 BC helped to propel the rise and expansion of Assyria into a major 

power in Western Asia.701 This fall led to a power vacuum which led to Assur, the capital of 
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Assyria becoming first independent of Babylonia and later a subject of the Mittani.702 The 

end of the Mittani subjugation of Assyria coincided with the rise of the Middle Assyrian 

Empire around 1363 BC with the ascension of Ashur-uballit I.703 It was under this first king 

of Assyria that the Middle Assyrian Empire became a major regional power in Western 

Asia.704 The decline of the Middle Assyrian Empire came with the migrations and invasions 

of Arameans into Assyrian territory.705 An important aspect about the Middle Assyrian 

Empire to note is that despite this setback by the Aramean migrations, the empire itself 

continued after the Late Bronze Age Collapse.706 In fact, the polity fell in 912 BC, with the 

ascension of Adad-nirari II 911 BC beginning the Neo-Assyrian Empire.707 Assyria itself was 

located in northern Mesopotamia between the Tigris and Euphrates rivers.708 Babylonia in the 

Late Bronze Age is defined by the end of the Old Babylonian Empire in 1595 BC after the 

sack of Babylon by the Hittites.709 Early in the Late Bronze Age, the Babylonians were 

divided between two dynasties. The first was the older Sealand dynasty which was an 

independent polity founded around 1796 BC.710 While they were referred to as the “Second 

Dynasty of Babylon,” the polity was located not in Babylonia proper but instead in Chaldaea, 

where the Tigris and Euphrates rivers began to merge.711 The population was predominantly 

Akkadian, however the kings, especially later in the history of the polity, used pseudo-

Sumerian names with references to the older Neo-Sumerian Isin dynasty.712 The second 

Babylonian polity was the Kassite Dynasty founded immediately after the fall of the Old 

Babylonian Empire.713 Similarly to the Old Babylonian Empire, the Kassites were not native 

Babylonians, but instead a people with an unknown origin.714 In the case of the Kassites, their 

origin may have been the Zagros Mountain region.715 Despite this origin, the Kassite Dynasty 

did not change Babylonian customs or traditions, with the Kassites instead being seen as a 

moment of restabilization for Mesopotamia.716 During the greatest extant of the Middle 
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Assyrian Empire, the Kassite Dynasty was a vassal of the Assyrians.717 The Kassites fell 

during the Late Bronze Age Collapse due to an invasion by the Elamites, a polity located in 

modern Khurzestan, Iran.718 The Kassite Dynasty was not a major political power in the 

Levantine region, however it was still treated as an equal power to their Hittite, Mitanni, 

Assyrian, and Egyptian contemporaries.719 With all of these groups in the Late Bronze Age, it 

can be seen that the region of Western Asia was dominated by major powers which fought for 

hegemony both through warfare and vassal diplomacy until the collapse of these polities in 

the Late Bronze Age Collapse.720 

 

How Polities Functioned 

 During the rise of civilizations until the development of states, territories under a 

governing system are referred to as “polities.721” The term “polity” comes from combining 

the words “political” and “entity” and is used as a neutral phrase for governing bodies prior to 

the idea of state.722 During the Late Bronze Age, polities functioned under the rule of a 

singular person with absolute power.723 With larger polities, there were appointed 

administrators who worked for this absolute ruler as a means of better managing larger 

polities.724 The style of rulership by the heads of polities was more often hereditary, with 

succession being based on familial ties.725 Traditionally, the ruling class of a polity came to 

power from historical wealth tied to land and resource ownership.726 In other cases, the power 

of a polity came as a result of a military aristocracy.727 This ruling class may be either of the 

local culture and ethnicity or from an outside group.728 Another important aspect about the 

way polities functioned was the nature of the absolute ruler. Depending on the size of a 

polity, the function of the absolute ruler varied. Smaller polities saw rulers have much more 

overt authority among the population which said ruler governed over.729 In contrast, larger 
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polities depended more on how this ruler was able to delegate authority.730 Smaller Syrian 

city-states or even larger polity sub-divisions only had to worry about what was within their 

jurisdiction, which was usually a city and the surrounding agrarian and pastoral lands.731 The 

larger a polity was, the larger in scale the responsibilities were and therefore the more 

important it was for the ruler to delegate authority in some capacity.732 The decentralization 

of this power did sometimes happen, but not as a form of decentralizing authority itself but 

the need to act directly in a territory.733 In this case vassals and viceroyalties were established 

as a means of delegating authority.734 Kizzuwatna, a polity located in Cilicia, for example 

was an independent polity which was later made a vassal of the Hittites as seen with the 

rebellion of the polity against Suppiluliuma I.735 In Egypt, there was a provincial 

administration which acted on behalf of the Pharaoh of Egypt to collect taxes and levies.736 

None of these forms of delegation and decentralization should be mistaken for surrendering 

authority. On the contrary, these actions were done as a means of cementing the authority of 

the head of a polity.737 

 

Internal Function 

 The main function of a polity during this period was to both satiate the people being 

ruled under and promulgate power to those who were ruling the polity.738 For governing the 

polity, the absolute rule of the head of the polity, usually referred to as a king, functioned 

under the “palatial system.”739 This form of government was a heavily centralized system 

where the king held absolute authority on all aspects of polity functions.740 This went as far 

as conducting all economic and diplomatic functions directly.741 An example of this is the 

distribution of food, which was done by the palace.742 Food, specifically cereal grains, were 

used as a form of taxation for those outside of the city.743 This food was then distributed 
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among the population as a form of rations.744 This storage of food by the palace also was used 

for activities hosted by the palace as well as for consumption by the palatial family.745 

Storage of these grains also helped with combatting future poor harvests within the polity.746 

These taxes through food were brought to the palace to be stored in silos.747 The way these 

food silos worked was not only for preserving surplus and to feed the palatial administration, 

but was also used for the promotion of the polity internally.748 Festivities both civil and 

religious were done through the palatial administration.749 During this time period, the 

difference between civil and religious functions were nearly non-existent as the civil 

authority was based on a belief of divine authority.750 These festivities were intended to help 

placate a population for the benefit of the ruling authority while also being a means to break 

the day-to-day functions of a population for the benefit of the population themselves.751 

Commonly, these festivities were a form of feasting hosted by the palatial authority for the 

population within the city walls.752 This is seen with records of these festivities as seen in the 

archives of Mari and Ugarit.753 These festivities also included religious aspects with these 

actions being somewhat dependent on the religious practices of the polity.754 Sacrifices were 

a prominent aspect of the religious system of Western Asia and much of the world at this 

time.755 Sacrifices of grain and livestock preceded festivities with the consumption of the 

sacrificed flesh being part of uniting the palatial government and the broader society through 

feasting.756 These actions were not a means of equalizing reestablish hierarchies but rather to 

legitimize these preexisting systems of power and authority.757 An important example of this 

authority comes from the fact any actions which occurred within the polity had to have the 

approval of the ruler.758 This has been found with written evidence on clay tablets which 

show the deeds to properties within the jurisdiction of a polity requiring the witness of at least 
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a palatial official with the approval of the king.759 Other tablets depict the king as the central 

figure in the stamp used as a means of authorizing the land transfer or other action within the 

polity.760 The depiction of the ruler is also a form of legitimacy, with the ruler shown as 

larger and more prominent than even those which a transaction directly involves.761 

 Religion within a polity was a critical part of the internal function of the rulership of 

said polity. Religious practices varied between regions within Western Asia with varying 

degrees of syncretism, however there was some form of a state religion within all polities.762 

Polities themselves had some divine figure as the protector of either an entire polity or even 

of certain cities.763 In both cases, these gods were presented in temples which were found 

within the cities they were viewed as protecting.764 This idea of protection by a deity was also 

a major reason for the offering of sacrifices both by the polity and the general populace.765 

Religious practice itself during the Late Bronze Age was one of currying favor with divine 

figures rather than constant expressions of religious zeal.766 Sacrifices were a means of 

communicating with these divine figures, with the end being these divine figures finding 

favor with the person or polity which sacrificed to them and therefore bestowing what the 

sacrificing party desired.767 Religious festivities celebrating the polity and the deity seen as 

the protector of said polity were common practice.768 In this case, it was a mass sacrifice 

followed by the consumption of the sacrificed meat.769 This helped not only to legitimize the 

authority of a ruler but also was a civic means to unite the people living within the polity.770 

Religious activity was a main part of the daily life of those living in the Late Bronze Age and 

the culture of the period, with references to the divine being found in all forms of civic 

structure.771 Again, the ruler is depicted and treated as a divine figure, with these rulers either 

being seen as ruling with the authority of a divine figure or being divine figures 

themselves.772 
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Polities typically had two layers of internal function, the first was the city or 

settlement while the second was the surrounding areas outside of the densely populated 

area.773 An example of this type of two system polity function can be seen in the Kingdom of 

Mari.774 While the internal polity had the palatial system, the government outside of the city 

had both a settled agrarian population but also a seasonal pastoral one.775 The pastoral 

population followed the availability of water along the Euphrates River and were divided into 

two tribes, Yaminites and Sim’alites, with leading figures representing these tribes, referred 

to as “Hanaeans,” a term for nomads.776 The way these pastoral societies functioned within 

the polity varied, however the main form was through seasonal settlement by a pastoral 

community.777 This seasonal settlement brought this community under the authority of a 

polity, as seen with Mari, wherein those which led these semi-nomadic pastoralists paid 

tribute in some form to the polity.778 Commonly this was either through a tax on the livestock 

which these pastoralists tended or through manpower for labor for the polity.779 In both cases 

these were in exchange for safe passage and the ability to graze their animals in the region.780 

These nomadic communities were also in conflict with the agrarian populations which were 

under the protection of their respective polities.781 In this internal function, this meant that the 

rulers of polities had to in some capacity either promote cooperation between pastoralist and 

agrarian populations or choose a side in these conflicts for limited resources, specifically 

water.782 

 

External Function 

Externally, the function of a polity was the preservation of the polity against outside 

forces.783 How this was done during the Late Bronze Age varies between polities. The 

simplest understanding of the external function is interpolity diplomacy through trade and 

protection.784 Trade was a common means for smaller polities which high demand resources 
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to secure protection from other polities.785 Trade during the Late Bronze Age was dominated 

by a mercantile class.786 This mercantile class was more cosmopolitan in nature due to the 

constant need for travel between polities.787 Because this class of people were constantly 

moving goods between polities, there was a risk of these people being harmed or their 

caravans being looted by marauding bands.788 As a result, any trade done between polities 

was done between the absolute rulers who administered what was being brought into the 

polity and what was being sent to other polities and which polities these goods could be sent 

to.789 While the production of goods is an internal action by a polity in nature, the distribution 

of this good outside of the polity is an external action.790 This also meant that merchants 

needed places to sojourn within a polity as well as protection from marauders and 

pillagers.791 Since any action of trade required the approval of those who governed a polity, 

this also meant any deals required positive interpolity relations.792 One major factor in 

interpolity diplomacy was how polities referred to each other in diplomatic messaging.793 

Clay tablets between polities showed a paternalistic attitude taken by polities.794 Tablets from 

the Late Bronze Age show that more powerful polities were typically given familial titles by 

the rulers of weaker polities.795 More specifically, the rulers of more powerful polities were 

given the title “father,” whilst the weaker ruler was referred to as “son.”796 When polities of 

similar power interacted with each other, more fraternal language was used such as 

“brother.797” The only exception to this was interactions between the Egyptian Pharaohs and 

other powerful polities as the Egyptian Pharaohs referred to all other polity rulers as 

“sons.”798 This external function continued in diplomacy with a common way of securing 

alliances being through marriages between polities.799 This intermarriage system was 

practiced between polities of equal strength typically.800 There are exceptions to this, for 

example some marriages were between major polities and city-states as a means for smaller 
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polities to seek protection by these larger polities.801 Since the way polities interacted with 

each other was based on power dynamics, vassalization was one way in which weaker 

polities were able to secure a form of independence.802 One way vassals interacted with those 

who subjugated them was through the payment of tribute either through money and goods or 

with soldiers and ships.803 Interactions between polities reference these obligations.804 

Examples of these obligations come from clay tablets found at palaces which show that these 

obligations were commonly shorted by both sides.805 The reason for these actions can vary, 

however one theory is it was a means by both polities to test both the competence and the 

administration of the other polity.806 Another form of interaction was through the tributary 

system. Tributary systems were not the same as vassalization, in which goods were given to a 

more powerful polity with the guarantee of protection.807 Instead, tributary systems were a 

diplomatic form of gift-giving between polities.808 The way this worked was that a weaker 

polity would send gifts to a more powerful polity as a way to initiate diplomatic relations 

with the more powerful polity.809 The response by the more powerful polity was to then grant 

more prestigious and valuable gifts.810 This was a way for more powerful polities in return to 

demonstrate their power to weaker polities, with the benefit being closer relations between 

the two polities and the potential for stronger polities to be more involved with weaker 

polities.811 Letters between polities also show that there were points where polities gave gifts 

which were seen as less than expected.812 The Amarna letters show the interpersonal 

relationship which rulers had between each other in their exchanges.813 For example, 

complaints were given though questions of the prosperity of another polity, asking if the 

polity entered decline or was suffering a catastrophe.814 External actions by polities, as seen 

with internal polities, show familial interactions between polities with polities as an extension 

of the absolute ruler.815 
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Example:Ugarit 

 
(Figure 3: Location of Ugarit) 

 
(Figure 4: City Plan of Ugarit) 



Ugarit was a city located in the modern-day Latakia region of Syria.816 During the 

Bronze Age, Ugarit was one of the major trading ports for the Near East.817 This has been 

evidenced by the various materials found which originated from outside of the Levantine 

region.818 The layout of Ugarit was a city surrounded by a rounded wall with two rivers 

flowing in the north, the Chbayyad, and south, the Ed-Delbe, of the city.819 There were at 

least two entrances to the city, one by the main street located at the southern part of Ugarit 

and the other being next to the Royal Palace.820 The palace was located on the northwest 

section of the city with the residential quarter being to the east of the palatial complex.821 The 

northeast of the city contained the acropolis with temples to Baal and Dagon.822 North of the 

acropolis was the lower city while to the south was the southern portion of the city.823 Two 

ports found five kilometers south and one and a half kilometers west of Ugarit have also been 

found., with the latter being speculative824 These ports have shown the importance of Ugarit 

as a trading centre with Mycenaean pottery, ivory and terracotta objects from Egypt, bronze 

objects, and the shells of hexaplex trunculus which were used in the production of purple 

dye.825 Within Ugarit was also a large quantity of Egyptian objects as well as evidence of 

foreign communities from the Eastern Mediterranean being present.826 Ugarit also had its 

own language, called the Ugaritic language, which was a Semitic language similar to the 

Phoenician and Aramaic languages.827 Ugarit, while a major trading centre during the Late 

Bronze Age, was not rediscovered until 1928 by French excavations in what was French 

Latakia.828 Excavations in Ugarit were dominated by French expeditions until 2005, when 

these expeditions became joint-French and Syrian.829 Archaeological excavations in Ugarit 

have given the general layout of the palatial city.830 Within the city walls are three major 

buildings: the royal palace of Ugarit, the Acropolis, and the Temple of Rhyton.831  
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(Figure 5: Modern Picture of the Royal Palace of Ugarit) 

The Royal Palace of Ugarit was constructed from the Fifteenth until the Thirteenth 

centuries BC.832 The structure was built in a continuous fashion with the palace itself being 

located on the northwest corner of the city.833 The palace was around 6,500 square meters 

with three entrances, one of which being the main gate in the northwest and surrounded by 

fortified walls.834 The other two entrances were located in the northeast and the southwest of 

the palace.835 The palace according to a tablet found in the Amarna archives, a collection of 

clay tablets involving diplomatic correspondence between Egypt and its administrators in the 

Levant, was likened to the palace at Tyre in modern Lebanon.836 The palace itself was 

constructed of stone and ashlar blocks with wooden beams and plaster covering the walls.837 

This architectural material and style was common for the Western Mediterranean region with 

influence from the Hittite and Mycenaean civilizations and their architecture.838 The palace 

itself consisted of rooms arranged around courtyards, four large and four small, with ninety 
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rooms and two floors as well as an underground floor.839 The underground portion was used 

for burial chambers, with three in total found in the northern side of the palace.840 The ground 

floor was used almost exclusively for administrative functions, such as archives, offices, 

palatial advisor quarters, and storage rooms.841  The second floor was used for the purposes 

of housing the royal family.842 What has been found in the palace include artefacts of ivory, 

stone stele, and multiple tablets.843 Artifacts that were found in the palace show material 

evidence of close Egyptian ties which Ugarit had.844 These included an alabaster vase made 

in Egypt depicting the wedding of King Niqmaddu II to an Egyptian woman.845 The tablets 

themselves were found in what have been referred to as archives.846 Eight of these archives 

have been found throughout the palace with over one thousand tablets being found, most of 

which were in Akkadian or Ugaritc while others have been found in Hurrian and Hittite.847 Of 

the Hurrian tablets found in the Royal Palace included 36 hymns known as the Hurrian 

songs.848 This collection of tablets contained a hymn to Nikkal, the spouse of the moon god in 

Mesopotamian mythology and being the oldest surviving complete work of music known.849 
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(Figure 6: Baal Stele found in the Temple of Baal in Ugarit) 

The Acropolis was located in the northeastern section of Ugarit and contained the 

primary temples of the city.850 These temples were dedicated to the two primary gods of 

Ugarit: Baal, the god of fertility, weather, war, and sailors; and Dagan, the father of the gods 

and the god of prosperity.851 Both temples have steles which confirm the gods being 

worshipped.852 The former, Baal, was also written of as a protagonist in the epic “the Baal 

Cycle,” which was found in Ugarit.853 This text is about the rise of Baal to kingship after 

battling Yam, the sea god, and the later fight with the god of the underworld Mot.854 At the 
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temple to Baal in Ugarit, Baal is shown through the Baal stele which depicts Baal with a club 

in his right hand and a thunderbolt shaped as a spear on the left.855 Baal is on a pedestal 

which has representations of mountains and the sea, the spheres of power Baal controlled.856 

A second figure is also depicted, this being the king dressed in ceremonial clothes and with a 

bare head praying at a horned altar.857 What this depicts can be interpreted as the king 

submitting to Baal in exchange for protection of the polity as well as for a bountiful 

harvest.858 The construction of the acropolis was dated to the Late Bronze Age, however the 

material and style used has led to a theory that the acropolis may have been constructed 

during the Middle Bronze Age.859 Both temples were destroyed around the thirteenth century 

BC, with the temple of Dagon later being rebuilt.860 Since the destruction of Ugarit, the 

Acropolis has since been used as a quarry for settlements near the area.861 What has been 

found at the temples to Baal and Dagon are consistent with other temples for the same gods 

in other parts of Syria.862 Many of the stelae found at the acropolis are based not only on the 

local style, but also the Egyptian style.863 Other artefacts used as offerings found at the 

acropolis include other stelae with depictions of the gods Baal and Dagaon as well as astral 

symbols and stone anchors.864 These offerings have also been found to have been made as 

offerings by Egyptians.865 The temples themselves had a pronaos and naos, the former being 

the porch of the temple and the latter being the sanctuary for the god.866 Another major 

structure at the Acropolis was the House of the High Priest west to the temple of Dagon.867 

Inside the house was a myriad of bronze objects including tools which support the building 

being the residence of the high priest of Ugarit.868 

The final major site found in Ugarit was the Temple of Rhyton located within the city 

centre.869 The name of the temple may come from the rhytons, a ceremonial drinking vessel 
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for libations, which were found in the temple.870 The temple was used for cultic practices 

during the Late Bronze Age to the god El.871 El in the Ugaritic pantheon was the head and the 

father of the gods, a title shared with Dagon in Syria.872 Another function of the temple was 

for Marzēah, a communal celebration done in the Levant honoring a deity, one of which 

could be El.873 Evidence of this function is found from similar temples with benches along 

the wall and rooms intended for storing food.874 The temple being located in the centre of 

town, more specifically in a residential part of the city, is unique for not only Ugarit but 

polities in general.875 The reason for this location has been alleged to be due to a nearby oil 

press north of the temple that was accessible on the same street as the temple.876 This oil 

press may have been a means to financially support the temple.877 The temple itself was made 

of calcarenite limestone which can be found along the Latakian coast.878 The complex 

consisted of a portico to the northwest with a hallway leading to a platformed altar with the 

rooms within the hall being for preparing priestly vestments, storing offerings, and 

functioning as annexes.879 

 

Brief History of Ugarit 

 The first recorded settlement of Ugarit began in the 8th millennium BC during the 

Neolithic period.880 Ugarit became a major polity during the Late Bronze Age with the polity 

entering its highest point from around 1450 BC until its destruction during the Late Bronze 

Age Collapse around 1185 BC.881 Ugarit itself was located along a crossroads between the 

two major polities of Egypt and the Hittites with constant changes between which polity 

Ugarit was under the subjugation of.882 The biggest reason for this was due to the power 

which Ugarit had as a trading centre for Western Asia.883 During the height of power of 

Ugarit, the polity was either a tributary of Egypt or a vassal of the Hittites.884 Ugarit had 
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connected with the Mycenaean and Cypriot world through trade relations with the Alashiya 

polity.885 Relations between Ugarit and Alashiya included the use of Alashiya by Ugarit as a 

polity to banish rivals in the Ugaritic government.886 Prior to the Late Bronze Age, Ugarit 

was a vassal of the Kingdom of Yamhad, a kingdom which was centered in modern-day 

Aleppo.887 Ugarit during the Middle Bronze Age was a vassal of Yamhad until the 

destruction of the polity by the Hittites in 1620 BC.888 While a vassal of the Yamhad, Ugarit 

had diplomatic relations with both Egypt and Mari, the latter of which was a direct rival of 

the Yamhad.889 One of the kings of Mari, Zimri-Lim, even made a state visit to Ugarit while 

under Yamhad vassalage.890 Objects from the Egyptian Middle Kingdom have also been 

found in Ugarit showing that even before the golden age of Ugarit in the Late Bronze Age, 

the polity was a major source of trade for Western Asia.891 One reason for this growth in the 

beginning of the Late Bronze Age can be credited to the destruction done to the Northern 

Levant by the Hittites after the collapse of Yamhad.892 This destruction did not affect the 

polity of Ugarit due to its geographic location along the Syrian coast with a nearby mountain 

range creating a natural defence.893 The destruction of Ugarit occurred around the year 1185 

BC by unknown assailants.894 Historically, the “Sea Peoples” have been credited for the 

destruction of the polity.895 During the destruction period, tablets from multiple polities were 

sent as pleas for foodstuffs to be given to their respective polities.896 During this period, 

Ugarit was a major trading centre with tablets from Karkamish, Egypt, and the Hittite Empire 

all being found that were contemporary with the collapse of Ugarit.897  

From what has been found at Ugarit, there is knowledge of at least ten kings which 

ruled the polity, two of which are only known from a broken tablet stating “Yaqarum, son of 

Niqmaddu, king of Ugarit.”898 Others have been found from letters and treaties exchanged 

between Ugarit and other polities, mostly these being Egypt and the Hittites.899 One of these 
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tablets was between Chancellor Bay, an Egyptian official under the service of Twosret, the 

last ruler of the Nineteenth Dynasty of Egypt, and king Ammurapi of Ugarit.900 What is 

significant about this tablet is that prior knowledge of when Chancellor Bay was in office 

helped to give an approximate “high point” for the destruction of Ugarit, that benign 1194 

BC.901 Multiple other artefacts found in Ugarit have also helped in understanding the history 

of Ugarit in relation to other events occurring in Western Asia, such as a sword with the name 

“Merneptah,” the fourth ruler of the Nineteenth Dynasty of Egypt, proving Ugarit was around 

after 1203 BC, the death of Mernepah.902 

 

Ugarit in the Late Bronze Age 

 The Late Bronze Age for Ugarit was the point where the polity had the most power 

and influence in the Near East.903 Most of this power came from their location along the 

Mediterranean Coast as a major trading centre.904 This economic and trade influence brought 

goods from across the Eastern Mediterranean to the polity.905 The influence which Ugarit had 

from its trading power can be seen also in the demographics of Late Bronze Age Ugarit.906 

From epigraphical evidence regarding a feast done in Ugarit, the population of the polity 

contained not only the local Ugaritic people but also communities from surrounding polities 

and regions.907 Hurrians, Mittani, Hittites, and Cypriots are all referred to by name as 

examples of peoples living within the city walls of Ugarit.908 These communities likely 

originated from merchants who settled in the city or due to migration by people from the 

Hittite Empire into Ugarit.909 Not only was the trade influence a major point of economic 

power, but also a reason for the constant conflict between the Hittites and the Egyptians in 

the Levant.910 The desire to control major trade routes while also having buffer states 

between their polities made Ugarit into a prime target for influence and subjugation.911 For 

most of the history of Ugarit during the Late Bronze Age, the polity was under the 
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subjugation of the Hittite Empire.912 Initially in the fourteenth century BC, Ugarit was not a 

formal vassal of the Hittites as one document showed a cordial relationship between King 

Ammittamru I and the pharaoh of Egypt.913 It was after the death of Ammittamru I in the late 

fourteenth century BC when the Hittites vassalized the city state of Ugarit.914 During the 

vassalage, Ugarit was under the control of the viceroyalty, and later kingdom, of 

Karkemish.915 Karkemish was an autonomous part of the Hittite Empire until the Late Bronze 

Age Collapse when it became an independent polity.916 Throughout the Late Bronze Age, 

Ugarit maintained positive diplomatic relations between the two hegemons of Egypt and the 

Hittites. 

 The Late Bronze Age Collapse for Ugarit saw the total destruction of the polity 

around 1190 BC.917 The reason for the end of Ugarit can be credited to multiple factors all 

coming into one point, with the biggest being the climactic shift during the Late Bronze Age, 

which may have caused mass crop failures due to drought or the spread of plant disease.918 

What is known about this period is that Ugarit was shown as a major trading hub for the 

period during the collapse as neighboring polities along with the hegemons of Egypt and the 

Hittites all sent messages to Ugarit requesting food.919 Both requests for food for trade and 

relief have been documented as well as requests as a form of aid or tribute specifically from 

Kerkamish.920 In both cases, evidence of Ugarit being a trading centre and a major 

agricultural centre can be found and interpreted from these interpolity messages.921 One of 

these letters comes from the pharaoh Merenptah who reigned at the latest a decade before the 

collapse of Ugarit is about the king of Ugarit requesting grain from Egypt to relieve famine 

“to save the citizens of the land of Ugarit.”922 Another letter from the reign of Suppiluliuma 

II, the last ruler of the Hittites, by the last king of Ugarit, Ammurapi, gives further depth to 

the problems which were plaguing Ugarit during the Late Bronze Age Collapse.923 The 

military of Ugarit during this period was part of the larger Hittite military as a means to 

combat the raiding, which meant that Ugarit was left with minimal defences against potential 
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raiding parties.924 This is emphasized in a letter between the king of Ugarit and the governor 

of Alashiya, modern-day Cyprus, in which the king of Ugarit uses the paternal term “father” 

for the governor.925 This use of father was an implication that Alashiya had an obligation to 

defend the polity.926 The letter emphasizes this lack of defence for Ugarit, citing the Ugaritic 

army and navy being in Central and Southwest Anatolia, the Land of Hatti and the Land of 

Lukka.927 The governor of Alashiya responded by accusing the people in Ugarit as being the 

perpetrators of the current destruction occurring in the region.928 The last set of letters from 

Ugarit concerned requests for help from Karkamesh, which were accepted by the viceroyalty, 

but came only after Ugarit had already been destroyed.929 

 

SECTION II: Late Bronze Age Collapse Factors 

 
(Figure 7: Graph of Factors which led to the Late Bronze Age Collapse) 

 There were multiple factors which led to the collapse of civilizations in Western Asia 

during the Late Bronze Age. The biggest reasons for this collapse come from the inability for 

                                                
924 d’Alfonso, 14. 
925 Knapp & Manning, 119. 
926 Ibid, 119. 
927 Millek, 64. 
928 Knapp & Manning, 119. 
929 Linkov et al, 4. 



polities to adapt to a changing climate and the external effect of migrations due to this 

climactic shift.930 In the former case of climate change, this was predominately an internal 

factor due to these changes being within Western Asia.931 As for migration, there are two 

schools of thought with scholars such as Mario Liverani claiming the migrations were within 

Western Asia.932 Other scholars have argued that these migrations came from raiding bands 

from the Eastern Mediterranean named “The Sea Peoples” referred to in Egyptian art and 

epigraphy during the Late Bronze and Early Iron Ages.933 Other factors mentioned for the 

Late Bronze Age Collapse come from these larger two areas.934 Climactic shifts, for example, 

can lead to the migration of peoples due to a desire to find more habitable land for a 

population.935 Within the context of these two larger factors also are the problems which arise 

from the function of polities.936 The rise of ironworking, which originated from modern-day 

Romania and Bulgaria combined with new military tactics from outside forces are also seen 

as factors for the Late Bronze Age Collapse.937 Iron was already in use during the Late 

Bronze Age, however it was not in widespread use nor was it used in a military context.938  

The question of how well can a polity adapt to changes can be raised as a result of 

these changes. The large-scale collapse seen in the Late Bronze Age shows that these polities 

were unable to adapt to either factor.939 The reasons for the failures of these polities may 

come from both the internal and external functions of these polities. Both the internal and 

external functions of polities in the Late Bronze Age required some form of dependency 

between one authority with another.940 An example of internal dependency is the reliance 

which those within the city walls had on the actions of the absolute ruler.941 More 

specifically, the reliance on the function of the distribution of food by the ruler.942 This 

dependency was tertiary to the secondary reliance which the ruler had on those living outside 

of the city walls.943 Those who lived outside of the city walls were those who produced the 
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food which the ruler taxed by seizing a portion of the harvest.944 Furthermore, some polities 

which did not have the means to fully satiate their populations with food produced within the 

territory of the polity required merchants who could deliver food.945 This came with a 

primary reliance which those outside of the city walls had. This primary reliance was for 

those who raised livestock and grew the crops for both their estates and the polity as well as 

the merchants which could provide food.946 On one hand, the merchants would not deliver 

food without something in exchange and some form of means to sojourn within the polity.947 

On the other hand, the farming and pastoral groups needed suitable conditions for the animals 

and plants to survive and produce goods which could then be taxed by the ruler.948 In both 

cases, the farmers, pastoralists, and the merchants required some form of protection both 

from the natural but also human actions.949 Natural actions include surplus in case of poor 

harvests or good conditions for travel in the case of mercantile caravans.950 For human 

protection there was the need for protection against bandits, marauders, and raiding parties.951 

For the former there were religious practices which could be used as a form of legitimization 

or even discrediting the power and favor of a ruler.952 For the latter case, protection may 

come from tribal associations which pastoralists may have, such as those who were semi-

nomadic.953 For those who were more settled in nature, there was a need for levies by the 

polity to protect their desired goods from being appropriated by either a rebellious estate or 

marauders.954 

The external factor can be seen with interpolity diplomacy and the reliance which 

both weaker and stronger polities put upon each other.955 The archives of Ugarit give multiple 

examples of this reliance between polities, such as the reliance which the Hittites had towards 

Ugarit for food and soldiers.956 In this case, it was the result of raids done by the “Sea 

Peoples” in Hittite territory.957 Initially, the requests by the Hittites were for food since there 

was not enough for the entire population while Ugarit had connections with multiple polities 
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as far as Cyprus which itself had trade links with the Mycenaean world.958 This dependence 

was also shown when the Hittite king requested soldiers from Ugarit to help defend Hittite 

lands during this raiding period.959 In this case, the king of Ugarit responded decrying the 

idea, stating how this would mean Ugarit would not be defended in case raids from these 

people came to their shores.960 An unsent tablet found in Ugarit also shows the status of 

Ugarit, wherein the king of Ugarit proclaims the collapse of the polity and requests help from 

the Hittites.961 This unsent clay tablet is the last known communication given by Ugarit, with 

the polity no longer being permanently settled after this date.962 In both the internal and 

external actions of polities, there is a reliance on some form of centralization of outside 

force.963 In the case of centralization, this meant that the general population were reliant on 

the authority of the state to be stable enough both to protect the people and the interests of the 

polity itself while also providing benefits to the people.964 At the same time, these centralized 

states were reliant also on outside powers for some assistance, be it military protection or the 

arrival of resources such as food.965 This meant that polities and people were not only reliant 

on the stability of their polities, but also the stability of other polities.966 Any interruption in 

this system meant that the entire palatial system was put in jeopardy across Western Asia.967 

This also explains why more autonomous and decentralized groups were also not only to 

survive but supplant the palatial governments.968 This self-reliance and ability to move to 

more preferable conditions by migratory and nomadic groups meant a lower risk of 

dissolution due to a lack of available resources.969 The benefit of these groups are seen with 

not only the factor of climactic shift benefiting movement, but also that migratory, nomadic, 

and marauding peoples themselves being a reason for the Late Bronze Age Collapse.970 

 

Climactic Shift 
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 The Late Bronze Age was not only a time of political instability but also of climactic 

instability. From around 1198 until 1196 BC, there was a period of severe drought which 

affected Anatolia.971 The drought saw the lowering of water levels by more than 50 meters in 

the Southern Levant.972 This severe decrease in available water for the agricultural population 

was extreme enough that rainwater either from surrounding areas or from periodic rain 

storms were not enough to sustain agricultural life.973 As seen already with climate-

civilization cycles, when there is a lack of a resource, in this case water, then populations will 

begin to move to more suitable areas.974 A drought alone meant that agricultural populations 

needed to either migrate to cities for work, move to a now more scarce area where agriculture 

can still be practiced, move with nomadic or semi-nomadic peoples, or resort to pillaging and 

banditry for survival.975 Towards the end of the Late Bronze Age, the climate in the Eastern 

Mediterranean became drier leading to drought conditions in the region.976 The reason for this 

was because midwinter storms which commonly go through the Mediterranean had instead 

diverted northwards.977 This northward diversion of these storms led both to the rise in 

drought conditions in Western Asia as well as wetter conditions in Central Europe.978 The 

next time a similar drought occurred was in 1972 which affected Greece, Turkey, and 

Western Asia, showing that these conditions were susceptible to happen in the region, albeit 

very rarely.979 While this drought period was only about three years, there is evidence that 

this may have been one part of a greater environmental shift in the region.980 Instead, 

precipitation in Western Asia may have already been declining in earlier decades resulting in 

continuous and growing stress on the local populations.981 For this period, a continuous strain 

on resources due to a lack of rainwater in an already semi-arid to arid region means greater 

incentives for population movements and decline.982 This is even greater with the already 
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large nomadic and pastoral populations which dominated Western Asia outside of heavily 

settled cities.983 

 Another point of climactic shift can be credited to the Helka 3 eruption which 

occurred around 1000 BC.984 Helka 3 is a volcano located in Iceland and was said to have 

caused 7.3 cubic kilometers of volcanic rock to be sent into the atmosphere.985 What this 

caused was a volcanic winter that resulted in around eighteen years of global cooling.986 The 

exact dating of the eruption varies due to bioarchaeological evidence found in the northern 

hemisphere.987 Dendrochronologically, there is evidence that has been found in Irish oaks 

dating from the period which gives an approximate date of 1021 BC with a variation of 130 

years.988 There are two chronologies for the eruption of Helka 3, a low/later and high/earlier, 

as well as one used by Egyptologists.989 The low chronology gives the year 929 BC with a 

variability of 34 years.990 Later forms of the low chronology, which is used to rebuff 

Egyptologist and high chronology claims, move the date to 900 BC with solifluction 

calculations.991 Egyptologists align more with the high chronology, which dates the eruption 

to 1135 BC with a 130 year variability.992 Specifically, Egyptologists put the date of the 

eruption at 1159 BC, claiming that the eruption and the subsequent volcanic winter and 

cooling period led to famine conditions in Egypt.993 

 When it comes to climactic change, there is evidence that while these shifts had an 

impact, they were not the sole reason for the Late Bronze Age Collapse.994 There was a 

regional cooling and a spike in aridity for three centuries as well as the three year drought 

period, but climate change was one of multiple factors which came together.995 One 

interesting point to notice is that while there was this drought and cooling in Western Asia, 

Syria does not show evidence of water stress for the plant life.996 This evidence is specifically 
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for domestic plant species however.997 Irrigation may be a reason for why there was a lack of 

domestic plant stress.998 This may also mean that on a regional level, Syria may have not seen 

as severe of famine conditions during the transition between the Late Bronze Age and the 

Early Iron Age.999 There is evidence of a decline in the amount of trees in Western Asia 

during this period which may be the result of both climactic changes with an inability to 

rapidly adapt and human activities destroying forests.1000 Three final points of evidence 

pointing to climate change come from temperatures, plankton, and diseases. Temperatures 

during the Late Bronze Age until the Greek Dark Ages saw a drop in average temperatures in 

the Mediterranean and Western Asia by three to four degrees celsius.1001 Much of this 

temperature change is evidenced by photosynthetic plankton and the changes in known 

populations.1002 What evidence involving plankton showed that there was a rapid loss in 

precipitation during the Late Bronze Age.1003 This also further emboldens the drought 

condition evidence as even with average precipitation.1004 The final point comes from 

evidence of a strain of the bubonic plague spreading throughout Greece and Western Asia.1005 

This evidence comes from genomes for the bubonic plague and salmonella found in Crete 

dating to the Late Bronze Age.1006 

 

The Sea Peoples 

 The group credited most for the Late Bronze Age collapse are an unknown 

amalgamation of peoples said to be from the Western Mediterranean referred to as “The Sea 

Peoples.1007” The idea of an invading force from the Western Mediterranean originates from 

Egyptologists Emmanuel de Rougé and Gaston Maspero in the Nineteenth Century.1008 The 

hypothesis comes from reliefs found at the Mortuary Temple of Rameses III in Medinet 
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Habu.1009 Medinet Habu is located around modern-day Luxor in Egypt and the temple 

contains inscriptions about battles which occurred during the reign of Rameses III.1010 More 

specifically, the north wall of Medinet Habu depicts “the Battle of the Delta,” which is said to 

have occurred around 1175 BC.1011 From the analysis of this relief, along with the use of 

Biblical sources, there came two major points of reference to an invasion by the “Sea 

Peoples.” The first came from a group which had sources in Akkadian and Ugaritic called the 

“Sherden” as well as the “Teresh” with crests that bore the phrase “People of the Sea.”1012 

Another point of reference is an idea that these people may have come from Cyprus however 

this was based more on likelihood rather than from any direct evidence.1013 The term “Sea 

Peoples” comes exclusively from Egyptian sources with no other Mediterranean polity from 

this period using a similar name for these raiding parties.1014 

Historically, the Sea Peoples were credited by historians as the primary cause for the 

destruction of the Late Bronze Age civilizations.1015 More recent observations, however, 

show the Sea Peoples not as a primary catalyst for the Late Bronze Age Collapse but instead 

as a result of other prior factors such as climate change.1016 This migration also came with 

another collapse which occurred in Central Europe which saw the transition from the 

Urnfield culture to the Hallstatt culture between the thirteenth and tenth centuries BC.1017 

There is also evidence that the “Sea Peoples” were not a singular homogenous entity that 

worked in tandem, but rather various separate groups which all came around the same 

period.1018 Climactic shift along with simultaneous migrations elsewhere helps in reinforcing 

this narrative as it shows a large-scale event leading to similar patterns.1019 As noted, the 

climactic shift that led to droughts in Western Asia also led to a more humid Central Europe, 

where the Hallstatt culture originated.1020 Another point is that other cultures mentioned also 

migrated in correlation with large-scale migrations and destruction within their home 

regions.1021 Mycenaean and Anatolian groups mentioned as being part of the larger “Sea 
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Peoples” originated in areas which had their own migrations by other groups.1022 Some of the 

groups mentioned were known beforehand, specifically from Egyptian sources from the 

Nineteenth Dynasty.1023 In this case, the documentation varies by location but all were within 

the confines of Egyptian rule.1024 The “Sherden” in particular are referenced by multiple 

pharaonic inscriptions as are groups coming from Libya, referred to as the “Nine Bows 

Confederation.”1025 One point of interest is that there were groups from outside of the Eastern 

Mediterranean which also migrated during this period. This group, the Elamites, did not leave 

their previous location but had groups raid and move into Mesopotamia.1026 The significance 

of this migration is that this was a common route for other peoples historically.1027 The 

Kassites, who were the rulers of Babylon at this time, were themselves from the Zagaros 

Mountain region of Iran where the Elamites lived and had since migrated.1028 

 

Theory of Internal vs External 

 Mario Liverani, an Italian historian and professor, has speculated that the Sea Peoples 

may have not been an outside force but instead a more local population from Western 

Asia.1029 The question of whether this population was a cultural group or a broader and more 

general population is debatable. In the former case there were Western Asian populations 

which migrated during the Late Bronze Age Collapse.1030 There were also words which were 

used both for specific populations which are said to have been part of the “Sea Peoples.”1031 

These words however also were used as general terms for bandits and marauders.1032 For this 

section the arguments for the internal hypothesis built by Mario Liverani and the external 

hypothesis by Rougé and Mapsero will be compared and given further potential evidence. In 

the case of Liverani, this evidence comes from non-Egyptian sources and Eastern 

Mediterranean linguistics.1033 In the case of Rougé and Mapsero, their evidence comes from 

Egypt primarily and external powers such as the Greek world secondarily.1034 For both the 
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internal and external schools of thought, there is anthropological evidence from the Eastern 

Mediterranean which legitimizes both claims.1035 

 In the case of an internal population, one polity which is used as evidence is the 

Hittite Empire. The Hittite Empire, located within Anatolia, had a large frontier to the north 

and west.1036 Groups which are found in this part of Western Asia include the Lukka, the 

Phrygians, and the Kaksa people.1037 The Lukka are one of the groups mentioned in the Battle 

of the Delta relief in Medinet Habu.1038 There are two interpretations, however, of this name 

with one being an anthropological name for a people from Anatolia.1039 The Lukka are 

credited with the destruction of Alasiya, a polity located in modern-day Cyprus.1040 This 

interpretation states that the Lukka were a community found in Southwestern Anatolia during 

the Bronze Age.1041 A second interpretation which comes from Liverani states that the term 

“Lukka” was not exclusively the name of a community but instead a general term for bandit 

groups.1042 In the case of the Phrygians, this group was already found on the western frontier 

of the Hittite Empire.1043 Liverani states that after the collapse of the Hittite Empire and the 

reemergence of written sources, it was the Phrygians which had settled down in the lands of 

the former Hittite Empire.1044 For the last group, the Kaska, were located along the northern 

frontier of the Hittite Empire in Pontic Anatolia.1045 For this group, they were historically a 

constant “enemy” of the Hittites with them being referenced in Hittite prayer inscriptions.1046  
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(Figure 8: Relief Depicting the Invasion of the Sea Peoples & Rameses III in Medinet Habu) 

Another group which can be used to back the internal migration argument are the 

Arameans. The Arameans were less a concise group but instead a broad grouping of Semitic 

people which are said to originate from Aram in modern-day central Syria.1047 The first 

documentation of the Arameans comes from the twelfth century BC, the same time as the 

Late Bronze Age Collapse.1048 These early documentations are found first from Ebla around 

2300 BC, the Akkadians around 2250 BC, and later from Mari in Ugarit in 1900 and 1300 

BC respectively.1049 The origins of the Arameans are as a part of the nomadic pastoral culture 

which dominated Western Asia.1050 As with other nomadic and pastoral communities, their 

population fluctuated heavily in tandem with the climate.1051 During the Late Bronze Age, 

seasonal pastoralism grew in correlation with the decline of urban settlement.1052  It was this 

climactic shift that helped the nomadic pastoral way of life to expand in usage.1053 One 

important factor about the Arameans is that not only were they a nomadic culture but also one 

known for raiding and disrupting trade.1054 This raiding along with trade disruption meant 

that urban centres and settled polities were at minimum very disruptive for the palatial 

economy of these polities.1055 In the aftermath of the Late Bronze Age Collapse, the 

Arameans had established themselves as the new major group in the northern Fertile Crescent 

region with multiple city-states.1056 Initially, the region which the Arameans settled within 

was governed by the Amorties which had founded the polity of Mari as well as the Kingdom 

of Babylonia.1057 In the thirteenth century BC, these Amorite polities were then destroyed by 

a people called the Ahlamu.1058 The Ahlamu people were not a singular group but rather a 

general term for semi-nomadic people west of the Euphrates river.1059 This group included 

both the Amorites and the Arameans, however in the context of the thirteenth century, the 

Amorites were already a settled people.1060 The phrase Ahlamu is used in the thirteenth 
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century BC for the Semitic nomads which moved across Western Asia during this period.1061 

The Arameans themselves were only one of multiple groups which were defined as Ahlamu 

with another being the Suteans who lived east of the Euphrates river.1062 The Ahlamu, and to 

the same extent the Amameans, share other aspects with the Sea Peoples attested to by the 

Late Bronze Age civilizations. Assyrian texts cite the Ahlamu as being present within the 

territory of the Middle Assyrian Empire.1063 Ugaritic and Assyrian texts note the fighting 

capabilities of the Ahlamu people specifically as mercenaries.1064 The raids on trading centres 

was also a means of exacting tribute by nomadic groups, some of which were used as caravan 

or pastoral guides.1065 Assyrian texts also attest to the Ahlamu attacking trading outposts and 

trade routes in Mesopotamia.1066 Assyrian texts also refer to the Arameans and Ahlamu as 

“Ahlamu-Arameans” with later texts conflating the Ahlamu as Arameans.1067  Both the 

mercenary and trading aspects of the Ahlamu show that if these groups wanted to disrupt any 

polity there was already previous knowledge not only of where to attack but also the benefits 

of the potential plunder.1068 The Late Bronze Age also saw the Arameans gain independence 

from the Middle Assyrian Empire and with it the rise of Aramean settlements west of the 

Euphrates as city-states.1069 

 There are two pieces of evidence which give credence to the traditional hypothesis 

about the “Sea Peoples” being an external invading force. The first piece is the relief on the 

north wall of the Mortuary Temple of Rameses III in Medinet Habu.1070 In the relief, there are 

a series of four battle inscriptions which detail the fifth, eighth, eleventh, and twelfth years of 

the reign of Rameses III.1071 These inscriptions give details to the reliefs which are found on 

both the western and the northern walls of the temple.1072 These reliefs contain thirteen 

scenes which depict a military campaign starting with conflict against the Libyans, called the 

“Meshwesh,” and later the “Sea Peoples” in the “Northern War.1073” In the description of the 

“Northern War,” the names of the groups which were called the “Sea Peoples” are given, 
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some of which are only named in the relief with no other pieces of evidence available.1074 

Two of the groups named come from Anatolia, the Lukka and the Karkiya.1075 The Lukka, as 

already mentioned, originate from Southwestern Anatolia, specifically Lycia.1076 Their name 

can either be used as a reference to the community from this region, or a more general term 

for bandits.1077 The Karkiya is the name of a region in western Anatolia whose population 

had a similar history as the Lukka with the Hittites.1078 Karkiya was not a singular polity 

similar to Lukka having a decentralized system.1079 The Karkiya were also soldiers and 

mercenaries which had both fought for and against the Hittites.1080 The Peleset are also 

mentioned who are said to have originated from the Aegean region.1081 The Shekelesh are a 

group who are theorized to have originated from Sicily being referred to by Egyptian and 

potentially Hittite records.1082 This group are said to have been troops under the command of 

the Libyans and are mentioned in older Egyptian records.1083 The Sherden are said to be from 

Sardinia, with evidence of Nuragic pottery found in Cyprus during the time of the invasion of 

the Sea Peoples.1084 The Weshesh are an unknown community referred to in the Medinet 

Habu inscription.1085 This group has been identified as Oscians, a south Italic people; 

Anatolians, specifically the Carians through the settlement of Wassos; Cretans; and Achaeans 

through the Ekwesh group.1086 The Ekwesh are said to be one of two ancient Greek groups 

who were part of the Sea Peoples with the other being the Denyen.1087 This is attested 

through Homeric literature which uses the terms “Achaiwoi” and “Danaoi” though this is 

only speculative.1088 The last group mentioned are the Tjeker who are believed to have settled 

in the Southern Levant and originated either in Crete or the Teuci tribe.1089 The latter group 

originated in either Crete or Attica and later settled in Anatolia.1090 
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(Figure 9: Depiction of Weshesh at Medinet Habu) 

 The second portion which benefits the argument favoring an external invasion is one 

of the mentioned groups in the Medinet Habu relief. More specifically, the Peleset people 

who are an alleged precursor to the later Philistine people.1091 The Philistines were a people 

who lived during the Iron Age in the Southern Levant, specifically what was Canaan.1092 The 

question of the Philistine origin comes from both Egyptian and Hebrew sources.1093 There is 

also linguistic and genetic evidence which has been used to find the origin of the 

Philistines.1094 The first piece of evidence for the origin of the Philistines comes from the 

Hebrew Bible which gives two origins for the Philistines.1095 The first being the region of 

Caphtor, which refers to modern-day Crete, specifically the Minoans.1096 Some translations of 

the Hebrew Bible use the term Peleset and Philistine interchangeably.1097 The second comes 

from the claim that the Philistines were descended from Casluhim, a people which came from 

Egypt.1098 From Egyptian epigraphy, there are five pieces of evidence for the Philistines, all 

of which come from references to the Peleset.1099 The first comes from around the twelfth 

century BC with one being the Mortuary Temple of Rameses III in the description of the Sea 

Peoples.1100 The second piece from the same time from the Great Harris Papyrus found near 
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Medinet Habu which contained around 1,500 lines of text and is 41 meters long.1101 This text 

is a summary of the reign of Rameses III which includes a line about defeating the Peleset 

along with the Denyen and Tjeker people.1102 The third piece comes from Deir el-Medina on 

a stela to Rameses III.1103 The fourth comes from the eleventh century BC from an Egyptian 

text called the Onomasticon of Amenope which references the Peleset.1104 The fifth piece of 

evidence comes from the tenth century BC and is Padiiset’s Statue dated from the Third 

Intermediate Period of Egypt.1105 The statue is a black basalt made to commemorate a 

government visor which contains the inscription “envoy - Canaan - Peleset.1106” The next 

argument comes from a theory based on Luwian texts using the phrase “Palistina.”1107 

“Palistina” may be a way of spelling “Falistina” which was a kingdom located in the modern 

day Hatay Province in Turkey.1108 This has created a hypothesis that the Philistines were a 

part of the Syro-Hittite population.1109 There is also evidence that Palistina had an Aegean 

origin, which is one of the proposed origins of the Peleset and Philistine people.1110 The final 

piece of evidence for the origins of the Philistines comes from genetic work done on 

skeletons in Ashkelon in 2019.1111 The result of this genetic analysis saw that skeletons from 

the time of Iron Age Philistia saw a genetic mixture of Levantine and Southern European 

heritage.1112 The most likely location of this Southern European heritage is from Crete with 

other potential locations being Iberia and Sardinia.1113 Material culture of the Philistines was 

also different from local populations as their pottery was closer to Aegean and Greek styles 

along with an Aegean script.1114 This Aegean heritage also is considered in the Peleset name, 

which has shown other Aegean theories including being synonymous with the Pelasgians, a 

culture which preceded the Greeks in the Aegean, and the Bronze Age city of Pyla in 

Cyprus.1115 In all of the theories and evidence of the Philistines and the preceding Peleset, 
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there is a migration from outside of Western Asia with most theories asserting an Aegean 

origin.1116 One important aspect about the groups depicted in the relief at Medinet Habu is 

that some of these groups had interacted with Eastern Mediterranean civilizations prior to the 

Late Bronze Age Collapse.1117 Specifically, the Shekelesh and Weshesh were two groups 

with a prior reputation for raiding the Eastern Mediterranean.1118 

 
(Figure 10: Depiction of the Philistines at Medinet Habu) 

 The two theories for which group was the main catalyst for the Late Bronze Age 

Collapse comes with a confounding issue. More specifically, when looking at the external 

question, the many groups attested to vary not only in location but also in their potential 

positions as invaders.1119 In both theories, the participating groups in the pillaging and 

invading did not have the same ambitions and desires. Some being based around location, 

such as the Lukka and other Anatolian groups, may have been fighting greater conflicts with 

other polities, specifically the Hittites which Ugarit was also a tributary state of.1120 The case 

of the Philistines and other pre-Hellenic communities in the Aegean may have been a 

migration as a result of the encroachment of the proto-Hellenistic people in modern Northern 

Greece.1121 Individual groups of peoples may have come as raiding parties as attested by 
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Egyptian epigraphy while other groups may also have been mercenary groups part of larger 

forces.1122 The biggest problem for the external theory is that there are many reasons for 

groups from both inside and outside of Western Asia to invade the region. For the internal 

theory, not only are the reasons more straightforward, but also fit into the climate-civilization 

cycle theory. The main reason for internal migrations and pillaging were because of climactic 

shifts making the way of life of the Arameans and other semi-nomadic cultures more 

suitable.1123 The two theories create a situation in which both migrations could have 

happened with one being a response to the other or occurring simultaneously. In the case of 

the external migration, many of the groups referred to were already located in the Near East, 

specifically in Anatolia.1124 Arguing for a simultaneous migration does make sense as both 

Western Asia and the Mediterranean saw a major upheaval in the local climate.1125 When 

populations experience upheaval as a result of either internal or external factors, this 

population will either adapt to the local climate or begin moving to other potential areas of 

settlement.1126  
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Chapter IV: The Fall of the Akkadian Empire 

 

 The final example of the climate-civilization theory in Syria occurring will be the fall 

of the Akkadian Empire. Unlike the previous examples of Ugarit and the Syrian Arab 

Republic, the Akkadian Empire was not centered in Syria.1127 Instead, the Akkadian Empire 

was a polity which originated in and dominated Mesopotamia.1128 The reason for being used 

in the context of Syria is because of its westernmost frontier being located in the modern 

Rojava region of Syria.1129 The Akkadian Empire was the first of the “true empires” to exist 

in human history, with the polity covering almost the entirety of Mesopotamia.1130 For this 

section, there will be a broad analysis of the history of the Akkadian Empire from its rise to 

the most prominent polity in Western Asia in the 24th century BC.1131 Afterwards, a look into 

how the Akkadian Empire was administered will be shown as with both Ugarit and Assadist 

Syria, there were similarities in how much power the leadership had on domestic and 

interpolity affairs.1132 The next section will look further into the Akkadian Empire in modern 

Syria with how the settlements in the region functioned and where exactly Akkadian 

authority was. The final section will be about the fall of the Akkadian Empire in the 22nd 

century BC, which will look into the climatological effect on the Akkadian Empire and the 

response not only by the Akkadians but neighboring civilizations.  

 

SECTION I: Brief History of the Akkadian Empire 

 The Akkadian Empire as a polity existed for a short period of time before its 

transformation from a regional power in Mesopotamia to the most powerful polity in Western 

Asia.1133 As a polity, the Akkadian Empire influenced Western Asia from its inception until 

the second century AD.1134 Initially, Akkad, the centre of the Akkadian Empire was part of a 
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larger system of city-states which dominated Southern Mesopotamia.1135 This period, known 

as the Early Dynastic Period, was one of small city states but also small-scale unity within 

Mesopotamia.1136 The dating of the Akkadian Empire itself generally starts at 2334 BC and 

ends in 2154 BC, meaning the empire lasted for around 180 years.1137 This comes from the 

middle chronology, with the short chronology changing the dates to 2270 BC until 2083 

BC.1138 The first ruler of the Akkadian Empire was Sargon of Akkad, also referred to as 

Sargon the Great.1139 It was during this reign that the Akkadian Empire went from one of the 

major city states in Southern Mesopotamia into the first major empire in Western Asia.1140 

Akkad was the city where the Akkadian Empire both originated and where the Akkadian 

Empire attained its name.1141 This city is believed to be located between the Tigris and 

Euphrates rivers in the northern portion of Southern Mesopotamia.1142 However, all proposals 

for the location are speculative as there is no absolute knowledge other than being in 

Mesopotamia.1143 The name “Akkad” is also not of Akkadian origin, which can mean that the 

polity may have been either preoccupied before the rise of Sargon or the name itself comes 

from secondary sources.1144 For both the short and middle chronology, the Akkadian Empire 

existed during the Early Bronze Age period.1145  

In the most general terms, the Akkadian Empire grew immediately with the first ruler, 

Sargon I.1146 His military conquests resulted in much of the Fertile Crescent region of 
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Western Asia to be brought under his administration.1147 From the rule of Sargon I onwards, 

the Akkadian Empire experienced some reduction in size but also a lot of consolidation.1148 

These later rulers began to reform the administration and bureaucracy of the Akkadian 

Empire.1149 This included the perception of the rulers of the Empire, both the rulers at the 

present time as well as prior ones.1150 With these reforms, most of which were cementing 

greater ruler authority and centralization, there were also internal conflicts after the conquests 

by Sargon I.1151 These conflicts were over who in the Akkadian royal family were to rule, 

leading to later fragmentation and internal instability.1152 One aspect to note about the 

Akkadian Empire was that despite the territorial conquests, the empire also acted militarily 

similar to migratory peoples and war bands.1153 More specifically, military units practiced 

raiding parties into nearby weaker polities, especially in Syria.1154 Some of these raids were 

destructive enough that they decimated the cities where they occurred, though there was no 

known attempt to conquer and establish rule over these razed areas by the Akkadians.1155 The 

Akkadian Empire came to an end after two-hundred years of dominance with migratory 

invasions by peoples on the frontier of the polity.1156 These groups were mostly from the 

Zagros mountains in modern day Iran.1157 Despite the Akkadian Empire lasting only two 

hundred years, the impact the empire had on Western Asian political culture was long-lasting, 

with Sargon the Great and Naram-Sin becoming major figures in later literary works.1158 

Rise of the Akkadian Empire 
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(Figure 1: Expansion of the Akkadian Empire; top-left: first phase of Sargon the Great; top-

right: second phase of Sargon the Great; bottom-left: Akkadian Empire under Rimush & 

Manishtusu; bottom-right: Akkadian Empire under Naram-Sin. [Liverani, 134 & 136]). 

 Understanding the rise of the Akkadians requires an understanding also of who the 

Akkadians were. Unlike other groups in Southern Mesopotamia, the Akkadians were not 

Sumerian.1159 Instead, the Akkadians were Semites who migrated into the region at an 

unknown point in time.1160 What is known is that the city of Akkad being a pre-existing 

polity means the people likely either overwhelmed the original population and outnumbered 

them, or the region was conquered outright.1161 This city known as Akkad is also different 

from the later established Agade, with the former being a reference to the area of Kish or Old 

Babylon.1162 The projected site of Akkad and the surrounding area also saw a decline in 

settlements and known populations with the arrival of the Akkadians.1163 One potential 

explanation is that the early Akkadians were a semi-nomadic group.1164 Regardless of the 
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population decline, the region had enough open space for the Akkadians to settle in the region 

according to the Akkadian-influx hypothesis.1165 The Akkadians used a similar script as the 

Sumerians with cuneiform.1166 Sumerian culture did heavily influence the Akkadian culture 

and religion, with the language remaining the koine for the general population.1167 Sumerian 

religious figures were also commonplace under the broader Mesopotamian religious 

traditions which combined aspects of the Sumerian and Semitic religious customs.1168 

Another important point about the Akkadian Empire is that prior to the conquests by Sargon 

the Great, the city-states in Southern Mesopotamia saw interpolity warfare.1169 This may have 

also been an aspect for how the Akkadians came to gain power in Mesopotamia.1170 This idea 

comes from a theory that the Akkadians rose up as part of a league of cities around Kish 

which then overthrew the ruler of Kish, with Sargon the Great assuming power in the 

aftermath.1171 

 

Sargon the Great 

 The Akkadian Empire was located within the confines of Mesopotamia, with the 

Early Dynastic Period being the beginning of a unified identity within the region.1172 Akkad 

and Sumer were the big two polities during this Early Dynastic Period, with both being major 

sites of centralized agriculture administered by absolute rulers.1173 The first ruler of the 

Akkadian Empire was Sargon of Akkad, also known as Sargon the Great.1174 The name 

Sargon translated roughly to “The king is true or firm or legitimate” and may have been a 

nickname as a means to legitimize his rule.1175 The ascension of Sargon the Great is not 

entirely understood.1176 One piece of potential evidence for this ascension comes from the 

“legend of Sargon,” a writing from around the eighth century BC which contains an alleged 
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copy of an inscription found on a statue of Sargon the Great.1177 According to this inscription, 

Sargon the Great was born into an elite family through the matrilineal line, meaning that his 

mother was of noble birth but not his father.1178 Though this is even contested as some 

translations of the inscription state that the mother of Sargon was poor.1179 The father of 

Sargon is not known, stating his brother and father he did not know and that they “inhabited 

the mountains.”1180 There is a claim according to the Sumerian King List which claims the 

father of Sargon the Great was a gardener.1181 Later portions of this inscription then assert a 

similar story to that of Moses in the Book of Leviticus, with the birth of Sargon being in 

secret with the baby being put in a reed basket and placed in a flowing river and sounds by a 

person named “Akki”.1182 Another alleged part of the early life of Sargon the Great was as a 

cupbearer for the king of Kish, Ur-Zababa.1183 While this story may not be accurate, it builds 

a narrative of Sargon the Great being either the head of a new dynasty or, less prestigiously, a 

usurper.1184 Later forms of the legend of Sargon the Great change the paternal lineage with 

his father being named with Itti-Bel or La’ibum.1185 In the case of the mother she is 

sometimes depicted as the priestess, prostitute, or a supernatural being.1186 Further parts of 

the legend of the origins of Sargon the Great later coalesce into his mother being a high 

priestess and him being a cupbearer for the king of Kish named Ur-Zababa.1187 This title of 

cupbearer in the context of Sumerian kings meant Sargon had a large amount of political 

power as well as being responsible for maintaining irrigation with a personal retinue.1188 

Sargon the Great is then said to have been crowned king after the end of the reign of Ur-

Zababa.1189 This first ruler of the Akkadian Empire may also be a legendary figure rather than 

an actual ruler, though this is speculative.1190 It is also not known whether Year One in the 

Sumerian King List refers to the year Sargon the Great was the year ascended to the throne of 
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Agade or if it refers to a different point in time.1191 One point of contention is the name 

“Sarrukin” which some believe to have been the name used by Sargon the Great when he 

declared independence from the king of Kish.1192 Another belief is that “Sarrukin” may have 

been the real name of Sargon the Great since the name Sargon means “the king is 

legitimate.”1193 A final point to note regarding Sargon the Great is that most of the epigraphic 

evidence about him is not contemporary to his reign.1194 Instead, most of the evidence comes 

from Old Babylonian inscriptions.1195 

 Under Sargon the Great, the Akkadian Empire went from a polity, to the first true 

empire of human history.1196 According to inscriptions made to commemorate his rule, 

Sargon the Great was credited with thirty-four military campaigns which resulted in 

victory.1197 These campaigns went in three general directions, the first were from the city of 

Akkad down to the Persian Gulf.1198 These campaigns were the first ones done by Sargon the 

Great and ended the initial rule of Southern Mesopotamia through city-states.1199 These 

conquests were concluded with the capture of the king of Uruk, Lugalzagesi, in Sumer as 

mentioned by commemorative inscriptions.1200 Further conquests in Southern Mesopotamia 

included the defeats of the cities of Umma, Lagash, and Ur.1201 These regions connected the 

Northern and Southern regions of “Babylonia.”1202 In this context, “Babylonia” refers to 

Lower Mesopotamia, sometimes also referred to as “Sumer.”1203 These two regions, which 

were now united by Sargon the Great, at this point had differing forms of politics and 

economics.1204 While these two portions of Babylonia were now united by Sargon the Great, 

the socioeconomic and political styles of the two portions of the region remained different 

after the conquest.1205 According to epigraphic sources, there is reference to when conquests 
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occurred, such as the invasions of Syria occurring after the conquest of Southern 

Mesopotamia.1206 There is also reference to how some parts of the Akkadian Empire under 

Sargon the Great were not under direct administrative control after being conquered.1207  

Specifically Elam in modern-day Khurzestan and Mari in modern-day Syria did not have an 

Akkadian-style administrative system.1208 Some of the claimed conquests were also even 

more indirect in nature.1209 For example, there are claims of warfare occurring between the 

Akkadians and the people in Magan and Dilmun, which are modern Oman and Bahrain 

respectively.1210 Trade under Sargon the Great was also expanded as far east as the Indus 

Valley, referred to as Maluhha.1211 Sargon the Great following his conquests, which 

potentially included areas as far south as Bahrain and west as Cyprus, resulted in a 

declaration of ruling “the totality of the lands under heaven…from sunrise to sunset.”1212 

Another title which Sargon the Great held was “Lugal Kish” meaning “king of the world” 

further emphasizing the power he had in Western Asia compared to other contemporary 

rulers.1213 

Naram-Sin 

 From the years 2254 until 2218 BC, around fifty-six years, the second major 

Akkadian ruler reigned.1214 This fifty-six years reign the same amount of time as the reign of 

Sargon the Great.1215 This figure, Naram-Sin, was the fourth ruler of the Akkadian Empire 

and continued the expansion of the realm.1216 Not only this, but he also changed how the ruler 

was defined and viewed by those subject to Akkadian rule.1217 This came after his two 

predecessors saw a series of revolts which continued under Naram-Sin.1218 The reasons for 

these revolts varied, but they came during a period of succession crisis after the death of 

Sargon the Great.1219 Both preceding rulers lasted for relatively short periods of time with 
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both being assassinated in palace conspiracies.1220 Naram-Sin in the context of expansion 

moved the frontiers of the empire further in all directions, going into Anatolia, Iran, Syria, 

and potentially as far south as modern Oman.1221 During the start of the reign of Naram-Sin, 

an event referred to as “The Great Revolt” occurred when a coalition of city-states in 

Southern Mesopotamia attempted to regain independence from the Akkadian Empire.1222 The 

name of this comes from an Old Babylonian record of the event, which may be more 

legendary in nature.1223 After the failure of the Great Revolt, Naram-Sin declared himself the 

god of Akkad and posthumously made Sargon the Great a god as well.1224 This declaration 

was followed with the construction of a temple to Enlil in the city of Nippur.1225 It was under 

the reign of Naram-Sin that the Akkadin Empire reached its greatest extent.1226 The 

expansion of the empire under Naram-Sin is evidenced in structures constructed in 

settlements and cities which were destroyed by the advancing Akkadians.1227 Tell Brak in 

Syria for example shows evidence of Akkadian administration through the Palace of Naram-

Sin which has the name of Naram-Sin on the stamps on the mud bricks used.1228 The 

Sumerian King List gives a series of conquests following the deification of Naram Sin.1229 

These conquests started with settlements along the Tigris river followed by advances into the 

Upper Euphrates in Syria, Anatolia, and the Northern Levantine coast1230 The last series of 

conflicts were between the Akkadians and the Lullubi and other people from the Zagros 

Mountain region.1231 

 

Administration of the Akkadian Empire 

 The administration of the Akkadian Empire was in many ways a precursor to how 

polities in Western Asia conducted themselves.1232 The way which the Akkadian Empire 
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acted was the inspiration for other polities, with changes varying between regions.1233 This is 

especially noticeable with polities which succeeded the Akkadians such as the Old 

Babylonian and Old Assyrian states.1234 Some cases of these administrative similarities may 

also have been convergent as with the administrative functions of Egypt.1235 The general 

broad styles however were nearly universal with polities, these being the deification of the 

ruler either as a god or as being placed into power by a god, the centralization of the polity 

around an absolute ruler, and the ruler being from a hereditary dynasty.1236 The use of a 

singular lingua franca other than Sumerian was also an innovation, with the Akkadian 

language becoming used for communication on an administrative level.1237 This language 

since the end of the Akkadian Empire until the beginning of the second century AD was used 

in interpolity and religious communications for Western Asia.1238 This use of Akkadian 

language was enforced to a point where areas with pre-established scripts were forced to 

adopt Akkadian cuneiform when under Akkadian rule, such as Elam.1239 Economics and trade 

were also under the purview of the ruler, with irrigation and agricultural production being 

under the command of the ruler, then sent down to the “ensi” or local rulers.1240 The final 

general change which influenced later polities was who the ruler was in relation to the people, 

with rulers traditionally from a religious position in Southern Mesopotamia.1241 The 

Akkadian Empire changed this to something more akin to the Syrian polities where rulers 

were not directly part of the religious class or of temple functions.1242 This became more 

important with the evolution of the Akkadian ruler from a somewhat secular military figure to 

one referred to as a living god, which became more common with the rulers of later powerful 

polities such as the Babylonian and Assyrian Empires.1243 Most of what is known about 

Akkadian administration also comes from the reigns of Naram-Sin and Shar-kali-sharri.1244 

 

Depiction of the Ruler 
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 One of the most crucial aspects of the Akkadian administration was how it changed 

the way rulers were depicted and treated. In particular, the ruler was no longer just an 

administrative and theocratic head of a polity, but now also a military figure and a deity in 

their own right.1245 This was seen in the steles and epigraphic sources made both during and 

after the reign of Sargon the Great as well as his successors.1246 Sargon the Great himself was 

credited with thirty four successful campaigns of conquest.1247 In the case of showing the 

ruler as a divine figure, Naram-Sin, the fourth ruler of the Akkadian Empire, declared himself 

as a living god.1248 There were other terms which were used during and after the reign of 

Naram-Sin to refer to the Akkadian emperor, such as “King of the Four Quarters,” “King of 

the Universe,” and “Ruler of the World.”1249 This propagandization of the ruler became a 

central figure of later rulers in Western Asia, with Akkadian kings becoming examples for 

how rulers should and should not act.1250 In Mesopotamia before the emergence of the 

Akkadian Empire, the primary ruler of a polity was also the primary religious figure of the 

polity.1251 More specifically, it was the “ensi” who was the dominant figure in the 

administration of a polity.1252 Below the “ensi” was the “lugal,” meaning “great man” which 

was a temporary position used in times of crisis.1253 Over time the “lugal” soon attained 

greater power, with those in this position functioning independently of the “ensi.”1254 With 

the rise of the Akkadian Empire, these roles changed significantly, with the “ensi” no longer 

being the head of the polity and instead becoming provincial governors.1255 The rulers of the 

Akkadian Empire also changed the meaning of titles. One example is the title of “šar kiššati,” 

meaning king of Kish, being changed to mean “lord of the universe.”1256 The reason for 

appropriating this title was because the king of Kish in Sumerian tradition was the person 

who held the most authority due to the location of Kish along the Tigris and Euhprates.1257 

This gave the ruler of Kish the ability to control the irrigation of all the lands south of the 
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city.1258 Deification was another aspect of the Akkadian administration. Prior to the 

Akkadians, a ruler could be defied but only after they had died.1259 During the reign of 

Naram-Sin, this changed with his claim as “dingir” with temples to his rule being established 

along with this new title.1260 The deification was also a way to legitimize the growing 

absolute power which Naram-Sin attained after The Great Revolt.1261 A final point for the 

administration of the Akkadian Empire was the linkage of religion with politics. While 

religion was always a major function of polities in Western Asia, with those in Mesopotamia 

being led by the clergy, there was not as much a dynastic religious order.1262 As a way to 

preserve religious legitimacy, both Sargon the Great and Naram-Sin appointed their children 

to religious positions of power.1263 The daughters of both Sargon and Naram-Sin were made 

high priestesses of the Akkadian moon deity, Sin in Akkadian or Nanna in Sumerian.1264 

Their sons were also placed as “ensi” in various locations and their daughters were also 

married to rulers under the Akkadian Empire as a means of preserving internal peace.1265 

 

Power of the Royal Family  

Local rulers were also replaced after conquests, with Akkadian nobles replacing the 

local figures in areas directly controlled by the Akkadian Empire.1266 The bureaucracy and 

administrative structures did remain from the previous rulers after being conquered by the 

Akkadians.1267 This is seen with the continuation of native administrative traditions in 

Southern Mesopotamian cities under Akkadian administration.1268 During times of revolt, 

Akkadian rulers such as Rimush conducted pacification campaigns with extreme brutality.1269 

During the reign of Sargon the Great, military campaigns and the pillaging of cities were a 

means of paying soldiers and attaining more economic power for the Akkaian Empire.1270 For 

internal actions, Rimush acted the same way, with cities such as Ur, Adab, and Lagash 
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revolting under his reign being destroyed with the slaughtering of the city inhabitants.1271 

Provincial administration has been shown from archival records to at some points been done 

through members of the royal family.1272 During the reign of Naram-Sin, five provinces were 

under princely governorships and places with large agricultural estates were also under the 

control of members of the royal family.1273 Priestly positions also saw this as seen with the 

appointment of the daughters of Sargon the Great and Naram-Sin as high priestesses.1274 This 

form of administrative management was nepotistic in nature but also a means to avoid 

ambitious nobles from asserting too much power.1275 This came at the cost of powerful 

family members potentially attempting to usurp power.1276 

 

Economy & Agriculture 

 Administration under the Akkadian Empire was heavily centralized with a heavy 

emphasis on agricultural production through irrigation.1277 Much of what is known about the 

administration was found in archival collections which showed differing forms of 

administration between Northern and Southern Mesopotamia.1278 The system of economics 

under the Akkadian Empire was similar to a planned economy with all economic actions 

being proposed and acted upon through the authority of the sovereign ruler.1279 While the 

system was heavily centralized, there was a use of local rulers as a means of maintaining 

stability in parts of the Akkadian Empire, especially in the frontier.1280 The Akkadian 

language, for example, was used almost exclusively in administrative actions and was 

enforced onto vassal and tributary states.1281 Sumerian was also used as a language for 

religious affairs as well as by the general population.1282 Agriculture in the Akkadian Empire 

is divisible between irrigation-based Southern Mesopotamia and the rain-fed agriculture in 

Northern Mesopotamia.1283 The way the agricultural economy worked required a stable 

environment not only in areas where irrigation was limited but also in places with general 
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seasonality between wet and dry seasons.1284 During the latter, Mesopotamia had an average 

rainfall of around twenty millimeters annually with a rising salt content in the soil as a result 

of poor irrigation.1285 As a result, wheat was less used by the Akkadian Empire with barley 

replacing wheat as the main crop in Southern Mesopotamia due to its higher tolerance of 

salt.1286 Flooding was also a problem, meaning that there was a constant need for 

maintenance on the irrigation and draining systems.1287 During the months from August to 

October, farmers were put under the control of temple authorities to do this maintenance as 

these months were a time of food shortage.1288  

 

Administration in Southern Mesopotamia 

Administration in Southern Mesopotamia also saw less changes than in the north, 

with the local administrative functions generally continuing.1289 This included the use of 

temples as the main centres of the administration and the continuation of Sumerian as the 

local administrative language.1290 During the Akkadian period in Southern Mesopotamia, 

only around thirteen percent of the provincial authorities had Akkadian names while the 

remainder were people of local origins.1291 Despite these differences between administrations 

in Northern and Southern Mesopotamia, there were consistencies regarding legitimacy and 

reflections of royal power.1292 One example comes from Tell Leilan in Syria which revealed 

cylinder seals used in the polity contained similar iconography as seen in Southern 

Mesopotamia, such as banqueting scenes.1293 Rationing was also a common function of 

Akkadian administration, with grain being a common medium of taxation.1294 The 

administrative system ran as a function of collecting and redistributing grain across the 

empire.1295 Another aspect of the Akkadian administration was population relocation and 

settlement.1296 The main intention of this population control was to both solidify authority in 
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areas far from central authority in Akkad and to disperse populations which could threaten 

stability if kept united.1297 There is evidence of elites and landowners being expelled from 

recently conquered polities, with the land being given to Akkadian elites.1298 At the same 

time the movement of people from the Akkadian Empire into these settlements worked both 

as a way to spread the Akkadian administration as well as dilute population majorities that 

were not of Akkadian origin either in culture or birth.1299 Trade was another important part of 

the Akkadian administration, with the expansion of trade occurring during the conquests of 

Sargon the Great.1300 These trade routes went as far east as the Indus Valley in the east and 

Cyprus and Anatolia in the west.1301 Materials which were imported into Akkad included 

goods from the Elamite region such as stone and wood but also cedars from modern 

Lebanon.1302 Lapis lazuli and copper were also brought into the Akkadian Empire through 

modern Afghanistan and Oman, called Magan at the time, respectively.1303 

 

SECTION II: The Akkadian Empire in the Syrian Euphrates 

 
(Figure 2: Map of Northeast Syria showing settlement system [Weiss et al, 996]). 

 The furthest northward portion of the Akkadian Empire was located within modern 

day Eastern Syria.1304 This region where the Akkadian Empire was at its furthest limits 
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correlates with the furthest extent of the Euphrates river.1305 This does not mean that this was 

the furthest the Akkadian Empire went into Syria, however, as there were expeditions done 

by the Akkadians that went to the modern Syrian coast.1306 More specifically, the city-state of 

Ebla was recorded as having been a site of conflict involving the Akkadians.1307 Propaganda 

from the Akkadian Empire seen in steles and other epigraphic sources claim conquests by 

Sargon the Great which went as far as Lebanon with references to a “Cedar 

coast.”1308Another point is the capture of Elba by the Akkadians, meaning that the Akkadians 

were also present on the Levantine coast.1309 Cyprus has also been mentioned in epigraphic 

sources as being conquered however physical evidence is lacking for this and may be more 

legendary in nature.1310 What is known is that the territory of modern Syria along the 

Euphrates was part of the Akkadian Empire since its initial expansion by Sargon the 

Great.1311 The Syrian Euphrates, as a part of Northern Mesopotamia, was different from the 

rest of the Akkadian Empire in some major ways. The first is that Syria did not have as 

prominent of an irrigation system as Southern Mesopotamia.1312 This meant that rain-fed 

agriculture was more common.1313 This rainfed agricultural dependency also meant changes 

to the climate in the region were potentially more damaging than in Southern 

Mesopotamia.1314 The second is that with the dominance of rainfed agriculture, there were 

also more pastoral and nomadic groups within this portion of the Akkadian Empire.1315 

During post-harvest seasons in this region, water resources were shared with pastoral groups 

who moved into more settled areas.1316 During seasons where agricultural output was lower, 

pastoral groups were allowed to feed their livestock in the area and allowed for relative 

peace.1317 During the Third Millenium BC, Akkadian Syria was highly urbanized with large 
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settlements located relatively close to each other.1318 These cities were typically around 

twenty to thirty kilometers apart and on average 800 square kilometers in size.1319 Pastoral 

groups are also known to have existed within Akkadin Syria as referenced by prior Elblite 

sources.1320 These pastoral groups were referred to as Martu, which is another name for the 

Amorites.1321 Akkadian Syria during the end of the Third Millenium BC saw a decline in the 

urban centres and the resultant collapse of both the Akkadian Empire in the south as well as 

the settlements under Akkadian control in Syria.1322 

Geography 

 

 
(Figure 3: Geography of Northern Mesopotamia [Ur, 388]). 

 For the Syrian portion of the Akkadian Empire, there is a complexity for where the 

borders started and ended within this region.1323 The biggest problem being where Sargon the 

Great had military campaigns versus where the administration of the Akkadian Empire 

solidified.1324 According to military campaign accounts, Sargon the Great went as far as the 

Lebanese coast with references to the cedar trees in the record.1325 The areas which are 
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known to have been under Akkadian control that were in Syria are mostly in the northeastern 

portion of the modern country.1326 This is important to note as Eastern Syria even during the 

time of the Akkadian Empire was divided between mostly deserts in the southeast and the 

Khabur river valley in the northeast.1327 What can also be assessed from the known long-term 

conquests are the locations of the cities, specifically how these cities were all along the route 

of the Euphrates river, meaning these cities were all along fertile land for agricultural 

production.1328 There is however the exception of Ebla, which was located near the Latakian 

coast and gave the Akkadian Empire more direct access to the Mediterranean Sea.1329  

One of the major areas of Akkadian civilization in Syria was in the Northeast around 

the Habur Plains.1330 This area was also along the Khabur river drainage, meaning that there 

was a direct supply of water for agriculture.1331 Syria under Akkadian rule was not monolithic 

in its geography and climate.1332 Firstly, Northern Mesopotamia is where the Tigris and 

Euphrates rivers originate, with the portions within modern Syria being easier for irrigation 

despite the region being reliant on rain-fed agriculture.1333 Northern Mesopotamia sees these 

rivers cut into varying elevations, with a pattern of downcutting, creating a series of 

floodplains in the region.1334 Downcutting meant that the Tigris and Euphrates rivers were 

deeper due to riverbed eroding. These deep cuts also made canal excavations more difficult, 

meaning irrigation was harder to perpetuate, with the exception of Khabur.1335 Rainfall in 

Northern Mesopotamia was also more frequent than other areas on Western Asia, with 

average rainfall being around 300 millimeters a year.1336 This made rain-fed or dry 

agriculture a sustainable means of cultivation for the agrarian populations and allowed for 

less complex urbanization patterns.1337 Areas within Northern Mesopotamia with this high 

rainfall were infrequent in the region, with cultivable soil for agriculture being found almost 
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exclusively in the river valleys.1338 Outside of these river valleys, Northern Mesopotamia was 

mostly steppe with lower rates of rainfall that could not sustain rain-fed agriculture.1339  

Interestingly, the sites for major urban centres in Northern Mesopotamia were not 

around the Tigirs and Euphrates rivers.1340 Instead, settlements were located mostly around 

alluvial plains and basins in the northern portion of Northern Mesopotamia.1341 The areas 

with the most prominent settlements were the upper Khabur basin, the northern Khabur 

River, the plains along the Jebel Sajur in Iraq, the Sanjur basin in the western Euphrates, and 

the plains north of Jabbul Lake.1342 These areas were at the time places with deep cultivable 

soils and reliably high amounts of rainfall.1343 Places along the Zagros Mountains were also 

home to similar conditions but did not see the same high pattern of settlement.1344 The steppe 

regions were home to pastoral groups which during the summer months moved towards areas 

with rivers and high water content during the winter months or times of drought.1345 

 

Administration & Civic Structure 

 The administration of Syria under the Akkadian Empire was unique due to the 

previous actions of the Akkadians in the region.1346 Syria during the rise of the Akkadian 

Empire was part of the later conquests by Sargon the Great.1347 The polities which were 

located within this region, however, were not integrated directly into the Akkadin Empire.1348 

Instead, these polities were razed and looted first with the settlements then rebuilt by the 

Akkadians.1349 This act of reconstruction after warfare not only helped to create polities in the 

image the Akkadians wanted, but also may have created a form of goodwill within the 

reestablished polities.1350  

Within Syria, examples of these pillaged and rebuilt polities include Mari, Ebla, and 

Tell Brak.1351 All three of these settlements predate the Akkadian Empire and were rebuilt 
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after their conquests by the Akkadians.1352 To help with knowing how the administration of 

Syria worked in the Akkadian Empire, all three cities during this period will be looked into 

separately. Administration in Syria was different from the administration of the Akkadian 

Empire in Southern Mesopotamia.1353 Archives have been found in an administrative building 

located in modern-day Khafajah in Iraq.1354 The governor of this city was a member of the 

royal family, being a son of Naram-Sin, named Nabi-Ulmash.1355 Other members of the royal 

family held major estates within the governorate1356 This archive shows how many people 

were employed by the governor. There were around eleven thousand who were employed to 

deal with agricultural, pastoral, and industrial affairs.1357 The number of people employed 

also shows how close the court was to the royal court in Akkad proper.1358 Furthermore, the 

city where this was found was not only the capital of the governorate but was also an outpost 

for the Akkadian Empire.1359 Tell Leilan, a settlement fifty kilometers southwest of Tell Brak, 

is an example of a settlement which was overhauled by the Akkadians.1360 Prior to the 

conquest of Northeastern Syria, the settlement was an agricultural village with only a small-

scale administration.1361 With the arrival of the Akkadians, the entire system was replaced 

with a new system for the collection and redistribution of grain.1362 

 

Kingdom of Ebla 

 For the city of Ebla, it was the centre of a major polity called the Kingdom of Elba 

with its first iteration lasting for around seven hundred years starting around the year 3000 

BC.1363 The city of Elba was destroyed for the first time around the year 2300 BC, with the 

date for the destruction of Elbla coming from the destruction of the royal palace.1364 The 

destruction of the palace is evidenced by fire damage which resulted in the preservation of 
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clay tablets in the royal archives of the palace.1365 This destruction of Ebla has been debated 

in regard to both the exact time and by whom.1366 The early dating hypothesis puts the 

destruction between 2500 and 2400 BC with the later dates being more accepted in this 

context.1367 In this case, the destruction was not done by the Akkadians but instead a different 

Mesopotamian ruler.1368 Two rulers, Eannatum of Lagash and Lugalzagesi of Umma are 

speculated in this hypothesis as both rulers refer to tracking tribute from Mari or fighting as 

far as the Mediterranean Sea respectively.1369 For the Akkadian hypothesis, both Sargon the 

Great and Naram-Sin are credited with the destruction of Ebla.1370 Naram-Sin has multiple 

mentions involving the destruction of Ebla.1371 Two other proposals are also given with one 

being the result of a natural catastrophe.1372 This hypothesis comes from the lack of evidence 

of looting and destruction being relegated to the royal palace.1373 The last hypothesis involved 

Mari which was the other major Syrian kingdom during the time of the Akkadian Empire.1374 

 

Kingdom of Mari 

 Mari was under the direct control of the Akkadians following its destruction around 

the year 2300 BC.1375 Mari prior to its destruction by the Akkadians was one of the major 

Amorite kingdoms in Syria.1376 Around a decade before the Akkadian destruction was a 

conflict between the Mari and Ebla kingdoms, which resulted in the destruction of Ebla.1377 

While there are arguments on whether Ebla was destroyed by the Mari Kingdom or the 

Akkadian Empire, the destruction of Mari is credited to the Akkadian Empire.1378 Knowledge 

of this destruction comes from a year name used by the Akkadians called “Year in which 

Mari was destroyed.”1379 An inscription about Sargon the Great also gives political context 

which shows Elam was already under Akkadian suzerainty, with Mari also becoming a 
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tributary state.1380 Mari was not restored until Manishtushu, who ruled the Akkadian Empire 

from around 2270 BC until 2255 BC.1381 Direct control over the city is evidenced under the 

reign of Naram-Sin as he appointed two of his daughters as priestly officers in Mari.1382 

There was also a governor appointed to the city of Mari by the Akkadians.1383 This governor, 

or “Shakkanakku,” became the name of the ruling dynasty of Mari under Akkadian rule.1384 

The reason for this dynastic claim is due to familial succession after the appointment of the 

first Shakkanakku Ididish.1385 During this period, a new palace was built on the location of 

the original palace in Mari, with a second one constructed in the eastern part with royal 

burials.1386 Other acts of reconstruction occurred including the reinforcement of the old 

defences and the rebuilding of some of the old temples.1387 The Shakkanakku dynasty did 

survive past the reign of the Akkadians, becoming a de facto independent polity under the 

vassalage of the Third Dynasty of Ur.1388 

 

Tell Brak, the Kingdom of Nagar 

 Tell Brak was a polity which was settled according to earliest material records around 

the year 6500 BC.1389 Tell Brak was located in the modern Al-Hasakah Governorate in Syria, 

about fifty kilometers north east of the capital city Al-Hasaka.1390 Prior to the conquest of the 

polity by the Akkadian Empire, Tell Brak saw itself become the Kingdom of Nagar.1391 

Nagar was the name of Tell Brak in antiquity.1392 This is believed to be connected to the rise 

of the Kish civilization, which included the Proto-Akkadian settlements, Ebla, and Mari.1393 

During this period, Tell Brak, called Nagar, was a major polity encompassing multiple other 

city states and was equal in power to Ebla.1394 Around the year 2300 BC, the settlement was 

destroyed with both Mari and Sargon the Great being credited with the destruction.1395  
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In either case, the Akkadian Empire is credited with the rebuilding of the settlement, 

becoming a provincial administration centre.1396 During this period, Tell Brak saw 

construction of buildings by the Akkadian Empire in the FS and SS portions of the city.1397 

Regions FS and SS in Tell Brak refer to the southwesternmost and northeasternmost sections 

of the settlement respectively.1398 In area FS, a building complex was constructed with a 

caravan inn for visiting merchant traders and a temple dedicated to Šamagan.1399 Šamagan 

was the god of animals and the steppe in Syrian and Mesopotamian mythology, being 

associated with mules, sheep, and donkeys.1400 In this context, the temple was likely erected 

for local agricultural communities rather than for travelling merchants.1401 These buildings 

being located in area FS were also near the main gate to the city, meaning these were the first 

buildings those from outside the settlement would see.1402  

One interesting aspect of how Tell Brak was administered is the use of native people 

from the polity in the collection of taxes.1403 This was likely done during the early phase of 

Akkadian administration to help streamline the process of integrating the polity into the 

empire.1404 At one point after the conquest of Nagar, the polity was abandoned until the reign 

of Naram-Sin who constructed a “palace.”1405 The Palace of Naram-Sin was less so a palace 

and more a fortress which was used to protect tribute which was deposited in the polity.1406 It 

was after this return to Nagar by Naram-Sin that the local autonomy was replaced with a 

mass movement of Akkadians which replaced the original local power and as a means to 

avoid a similar abandonment happening again.1407 Lastly, the reason for the abandonment of 

Tell Brak before Naram-Sin is associated with a stratigraphic layer of soil found underneath 

the Palace of Naram-Sin.1408 This layer showed evidence that the region was affected by a 
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long period of drought which made the settlement temporarily uninhabitable for permanent 

settlement.1409 

 

SECTION III: Climate Change, Migration, & The End of the Akkadian Empire 

 

 The collapse of the Akkadian Empire came with a series of crop failures followed by 

migrations by neighboring communities, specifically the Gutians.1410 The fall of the 

Akkadian Empire was followed by a “Dark Age” in Southern Mesopotamia.1411 The region 

did not see a major polity for another one hundred years with the Third Dynasty of Ur.1412 

The date for the end of the Akkadian Empire is estimated to be around the year 2154 BC.1413 

Shar-Kali-Sharri, the fifth ruler of the Akkadian Empire, was the last before a series of 

internal conflicts plagued the polity, with four kings taking power in the span of 

approximately four years.1414 It was during this period that the southern Sumerian city states 

began to assert themselves as independent from Akkadian rule.1415 It was this weakening in 

Southern Mesopotamia which enabled groups surrounding the Akkadian Empire in this 

region to move in.1416 Reasons for these migrations can vary, however there is correlation 

with the decline of the Akkadian Empire with climatic shifts and declining crop output.1417 

The last king of the Akkadians, Shu-turul, along with his predecessor Dudu are credited with 

attempting to recentralize the Akkadian Empire.1418 Something to note about these later kings 

is that neither have direct evidence of their reigns.1419 Instead, much of the evidence comes 

from later artefacts which reference their reigns.1420 The problem is that polities during this 

period were heavily reliant on the agricultural output of the population.1421 If agricultural 

yields were low, then taxes and tribute were not being paid, meaning the polity had to rely on 

alternate means of producing funds such as raiding.1422 With a lack of means to maintain their 
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own hegemony, the Akkadian Empire naturally devolved politically from a centralized polity 

back to the original style of governance.1423 In this context, the Akkadian Empire was unable 

to adapt to a long-term shift in the climate of Western Asia and with it the polity slowly 

contracted until formerly frontier peoples were able to overwhelm the polity and conquer it 

for themselves.1424 Another problem was that the agricultural practices during the Akkadian 

Empire were intended to maximize output without a lot of long term planning.1425 

 

The 4.2 Kiloyear Event 

The 4.2 Kiloyear event was the most significant climactic shift during the middle to 

late Holocene period.1426 During this period, the heightened aridity and intensification of dust 

atoms led to the collapse of the Akkadian Empire.1427 In the case of crop failure, the 

Akkadian agricultural system was dependent both on irrigation and rainfall.1428 The fall of the 

Akkadian Empire correlates with a long period of drought.1429 More specifically, this was the 

4.2 kiloyear event, which lasted for around one hundred years.1430 This climactic event was 

an aridification event leading to large scale drought conditions across much of the world.1431 

There were portions of the world which saw large-scale flooding as well, such as in 

Balochistan, however in the case of Western Asia the entire region saw large scale dust 

storms and drought conditions.1432 These drought conditions started around 2200 BC and 

ended after the collapse of the Akkadian Empire.1433 The 4.2 kiloyear event is credited not 

only with the end of the Akkadian Empire, but also the Old Kingdom of Egypt, the Liangzhu 

Civilization in China, the Indus Valley Civilization, and the migration of Indo-Europeans into 

India.1434 The latter movement of Indo-Europeans into India also helps in understanding the 

migrations of people across modern Iran which was a factor for the collapse of the Akkadian 
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Empire.1435 With a climactic shift, migrations also become much more likely as when there is 

an instance of climatic change, people in more volatile environments who can move will 

move to areas with more resources.1436 While Iran had more resources which Western Asian 

polities wanted, Mesopotamia and Khurzestan had more arable land for both agriculture and 

pastoralism.1437  Much of the evidence for the fall of the Akkadian Empire is credited to a 

chronic series of crop failures which the empire could not adapt to.1438 Mesopotamia during 

the 4.2 kiloyear event was one of the worst affected by the drought conditions.1439 This was 

because of not only the drier conditions directly affecting the area, but also the lack of 

irrigation infrastructure to maintain agricultural outputs.1440 Instead, Northern Mesopotamian 

agriculture was reliant on seasonal rainfall to maintain crop yields, making the region more 

reliant on a stable climate.1441 The eruption of Helka 3 in Iceland may also have caused this 

climactic shift.1442 There have also been pollen samples which were found in Lake Zeribar in 

Iran which confirms that soil quality during this period degraded.1443 Specifically, pollen 

from Sanguisorba Minor, a drought tolerant plant, was found in a core dating to the Akkadian 

Empire.1444 
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(Figure 4: Awafi sediment profile showing material shifts in stratigraphic layers [Parker et al, 

469]) 

 

Collapse of Agriculture 

This collapse in the Northern Mesopotamian agricultural industry meant that the 

Akkadian Empire now did not have enough food to provide for the Southern Mesopotamian 

population.1445 Furthermore, areas which needed irrigation had the problem of lowering water 

levels in the Tigirs and Euphrates rivers, with the two rivers falling around 1.5 meters since 

2600 BC.1446 For Western Asia, the 4.2 kiloyear event was a period of rising aridity which 

was the result of Bond event 3.1447 Bond event 3 was the cooling of surface temperatures in 

the Northern Atlantic ocean.1448 Cooler temperatures in the Northern Atlantic result in less 
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water capture for the Tigris and Euphrates rivers which rely on rainfall from the 

Mediterranean.1449 The settlement of Tell Leilan in Northeastern Syria has been used to show 

that this climactic shift was abrupt rather than a gradual change.1450 Lasting approximately 

250 to 300 years, Northern Mesopotamia saw a rise in aridification combined with cooling 

temperatures.1451 These changes alone made large scale agriculture more difficult especially 

in a region which the Akkadian Empire heavily relied on consistent harvest outputs.1452 Other 

effects included potential shifts in seasonality and an increase of dust storms and 

deforestation.1453 Northern Mesopotamia, where a large amount of agriculture was practiced 

that the Akkaians relied on, was not predominately fed through irrigation systems.1454 

Instead, the agriculture in the region was dependent on rain-fed systems.1455 Hydroclimate 

simulations showed that the precipitation rate in the Tigris and Euphrates river basins were at 

their lowest during the fall of the Akkadian Empire.1456 These precipitation rates also 

correlate with an increase in temperatures in the Syrian Euphrates.1457 With these factors, the 

Akkadian Empire with its centralized power being based around agriculture and the 

distribution of these goods to the population may have seen a heightened rate of taxation 

followed by the abandonment of settlements.1458 

 
(Figure 5: Map showing the site of Tell Leilan, the coral & sediment sample sites in the Gulf 

of Oman, and the location of cold fronts which create a shamal event [Watanabe et al, 2]).  

 

Evidence from Oman Corals  
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What is known about this climatological event comes from evidence found in the Gulf 

of Oman.1459 This evidence varies within the Gulf of Oman, and in the case of coral fossils, 

this came through carbon dating and analysis.1460 The reason for using coral fossils is because 

coral can be used to show climactic shifts in a region.1461 Further points of evidence  The 

results of the test showed that the regression of coral in the Gulf of Oman correlated with the 

prolonging of winter winds called shamal.1462 The Gulf of Oman is where other pieces of 

evidence have been found for drought conditions in Mesopotamia.1463 A sediment core which 

was excavated from the Gulf of Oman reaching two meters was used to find evidence of 

drought conditions in Northern Mesopotamia.1464 In this find, researchers from the University 

of Kiel analyzed the core for dolomite, quartz, and calcite which are found in shamal.1465 The 

results showed that a portion of the core dated via C-14 to around 2000 BC plus or minus 100 

years saw rates of these materials at double to sextuple the average for the core.1466 This high 

concentration of materials found in the core lasted for around 100 years after the initial spike 

was recorded.1467 The reason for the Gulf of Oman showing this evidence is because the 

winds from Northern Mesopotamia move these materials down towards Southern 

Mesopotamia and into the Gulf of Oman.1468 This event evidenced in the Gulf of Oman does 

not only show a severe drought and climatic shift in Mesopotamia, but also one which 

affected areas as far west as modern Greece and as far east as modern Pakistan.1469 Other 

places where evidence has been found include lakes in Arabia as well as in Iceland and 

Greenland. In the case of the former, this comes from geochemical analyses in southeastern 

Arabia, specifically around the modern United Arab Emirates.1470 The results from 

sedimentary research found that from the time of the Akkadian Empire, there were major 

phases of aridity and aeolian activity.1471 
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Evidence from Tell Brak & Tell Leilan 

From excavations at a settlement found in the Al-Hasakah Governorate in Syria, Tell 

Leilan, there was construction of a large wall to protect the city from around 2200 BC. 1472 

The settlement of Tell Leilan was already a major trading site and was part of a larger 

expansion of the settlement.1473 Evidence from the site has been found due to a one meter 

layer of sediment which showed no evidence of human habitation.1474 This layer of sediment 

contained wind-blown sand with no evidence of faunal activity.1475 The sediment layer shows 

that there was a mass abandonment of the site by people due to the drastic climactic shift.1476  

This correlates with what has been found at Tell Brak and Tell Leilan with the layer 

of wind-driven sand and a lack of faunal activity.1477 What this layer also showed was a 

remission of bodies of fresh water with occasional returns, which helps to confirm the Tell 

Brak abandonment.1478 Tell Lellian also has evidence of this extreme rise in dust sediments as 

a layer of soil was found which showed a sudden spike in aridity around 2200 BC with the 

layer showing approximately 300 years of aridity.1479 Contents in the soil included a lack of 

earthworm holes and wind-blown pellets of dust.1480 Another piece of evidence found in this 

soil was volcanic ash which is found just below the arid layer.1481 While it is true that the 

Akkadian Empire was able to react to environmental changes such as a rise in salination in 

the Tigris and Euphrates rivers, this shift correlated with larger-scale climactic shifts and 

human migration resulting from said shifts.1482 This meant that not only did this weaken the 

internal production of the Akkadian economy and administration, but also the trading 

partners which the Akkadians had as far away as the Indus River Valley.1483 This internal 

weakening was also in the main centre of agricultural production for the Akkadian Empire, 

Northern Mesopotamia.1484 With a lower output meant movements of sedentary populations 

which is evidenced from abandonment layers found in settlements in Northeastern Syria.1485 
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Furthermore, there is evidence of the migration of other peoples into this region such as the 

Hurrians and Amorites.1486 A lack of available resources for these pastoral and semi-nomadic 

populations to share with the agrarian populations meant competition and conflict between 

the two groups.1487 

 
(Figure 6: Map of Syria & Mesopotamia [Weiss et al, 995]). 

 

Migration of Peoples 

 Another aspect of the fall of the Akkadian Empire came in tandem with the 4.2 

kiloyear event. A final aspect, which was a reaction to the 4.2 kiloyear event, was the 

migration of peoples into Mesopotamia.1488 This migration was neither unprecedented in 

Western Asian history nor the last time this occurred as the Akkadians were Semitic in origin 

and culture with their arrival replacing the previous Sumerian population.1489 In the case of 

the Akkadian Empire, there were two main movements of people which correlated with the 

collapse of the polity.1490 These were the Gutians, which migrated into Mesopotamia, and the 

Elamites who conquered portions of Mesopotamia but remained largely in their traditional 
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territory.1491 These migrations, unlike others from similar areas in Western Asia, did not see a 

long term shift in demographics or political power.1492 Instead, these migrations were either 

temporary conquests or the cause of minor polities.1493 In the case of the Gutians, their power 

in Southern Mesopotamia lasted for around one hundred years.1494 After this, the region 

returned back to being under the rule of the Sumerians.1495 For Elam, the conquest of 

Southern Mesopotamia did not see significant change to the politics of the region, with the 

Gutians later conquering the Elamites.1496 Compared to other migrations, such as the 

Akkadians and Kassites, these had less effect on the region in the long term.1497 Instead, the 

collapse of the Akkadian Empire came with the rebounding of the Amorite kingdoms in 

Syria.1498 Amorites during the collapse of the Akkadian Empire did move into Akkadian 

territory in Northern Mesopotamia and Syria as well.1499 The main reason being the decline in 

accessible sources of fresh water in the region.1500 During this period, the Akkadian Empire 

erected a wall in Northern Mesopotamia called the “Repeller of the Amorites” which was 

approximately 180 kilometers long.1501 While the Amorites were a major group which 

migrated into Mesopotamia, they did not become the dominant group in Mesopotamia until 

after the end of the Third Dynasty of Ur.1502 

 

The Elamites 

The Elamites were one of the two major groups which invaded and destroyed the 

Akkadian Empire along with the Gutians.1503 Elam, unlike the Gutians, have a lot more 

documentation, with the polity of Elam originating around the year 3200 BC and lasting until 

its conquest by the Achaemenid Empire around 539 BC.1504As a civilization, the Elam was 

around for the emergence of the Sumerian civilization and was not a single polity, but instead 
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a collection of small kingdoms.1505 The kingdoms were located from Khurzestan to the 

northernmost region of Persis.1506 Elam was also unique in its language, with Elamite having 

no known related languages, making it a language isolate similar to Sumerian.1507 The 

conquest of Elam by Sargon the Great was not the first subjugation of the Elamite people, as 

the king of Kish, Enmebaragesi, had conquered the region during his reign around 2750 

BC.1508 The conquest of Elam by Sargon the Great occurred during the Awan dynasty, which 

lasted from around 2350 BC to around 2150 BC.1509 These dates show that the polity existed 

from its conquest by the Akkadians until a short period after the fall of the Akkadian 

Empire.1510 The Awan dynasty was the first Elamite dynasty recorded in history, which may 

come from both the Akkadian conquest and the desire for resources in the region by people in 

Mesopotamia.1511 These resources were wood, stone, and metal, all of which were sparse in 

Mesopotamia.1512 The conquest of Elam came during the reign of Luh-ishan, the eighth 

known king from the Awan Dynasty.1513 As with other conquests by the Akkadians, the 

capital of Awan, the namesake of the Awan Dynasty, was plundered.1514 Full control by the 

Akkadians did not fully come to fruition until the reign of Rimush, the son and successor of 

Sargon the Great.1515 The conquest occurred during the reign of the Elamite king Emahsini 

who is not mentioned in the Awan king list.1516 During the rule of the Akkadian Empire, 

administrative reforms included the change of the administrative language from Elamite to 

Akkadian as a means of centralizing power.1517 Despite this centralization, the rulership of 

Elam under the Akkadians was done through the Elamite kings.1518 Another point about the 

administration was that despite the de facto vassalage of the Awan Dynasty, it was the 

westernmost parts of the Elamite region which was under Akkadian control.1519 The 

administration of the Elamites under Akkadian control was Susa, however the capital was 
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Anshan, which was never under Akkadian control.1520 This lack of full control of the Elamite 

kings meant that the region remained a fairly unstable region of the Akkadian Empire until 

the collapse of the empire.1521 It was during the decline of the Akkadian Empire when the 

Awan Dynasty under Kutik-Inshushinak, also called Puzur-Inshushinak, overthrew the rule of 

the Akkadian Empire.1522 Puzur-Inshushinak was the governor of Susa as well as the head of 

the Awan Dynasty, being the last known king from the Awan Dynasty.1523 The initial 

uprising and separation from the Akkadian Empire was not the end of the actions he 

committed against the Akkadians, as Puzur-Inshushinak continued his conquest westward.1524 

This conquest occurred in tandem with the Gutian migrations into Southern Mesopotamia.1525 

First The result of these conquests was the regaining of Anshan, the capital of the Elamite 

kingdom, and the destruction of the Akkadian Empire with the conquest of Akkad itself.1526 

An interesting point about the conquest of Akkad by Puzur-Inshushinak was that he declared 

himself “King of the Four Quarters,” a term used for the Akkadian rulers.1527 These conquests 

by the Elamites were short-lived as the Gutians and the Lullubi, a group of people from the 

Zagros Mountains around the modern Sulatamaniyah Governorate of Iraq.1528 From this point 

the Elamites became subjects of the Gutians until around 2112 BC.1529 

 

The Gutians 

The main group which is credited with the destruction of the Akkadian Empire were 

the Gutians.1530 Not much is known about the Gutians as a people with sparse records from 

other polities and cultures.1531 The Gutians were one of the peoples which the Akkadians 

were able to subjugate after conflict with the Akkadian king Sharkalisharri.1532 They, along 

with the Elamites, were able to break free from Akkadian control due to the failed attempts to 

recentralize the empire in the Zagros Mountain region.1533 The Gutian people were not related 
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to any other ethnic or cultural group in the area, which was similar to the Elamites and 

Lullian people.1534 The Gutians during the reign of the Akkadian Empire were able to move 

into Mesopotamia, with their capital being the city of Adab, the modern city of Bismaya in 

Iraq.1535 Around the year 2220 BC, the Gutians overran the Akkadian Empire, overthrew the 

recently independent Sumerian city-states, and established themselves as a hegemon in 

Southern Mesopotamia.1536 The exact amount of time when the Gutians controlled Southern 

Mesopotamia is not known, however estimates place the time from as little as forty years to 

around a century.1537 A king list of the Gutians claims there were twenty-one kings who 

reigned for a combined ninety-one years and forty days.1538 From the little textual evidence 

available about the Gutians, they are treated as incompetent or as a ravaging horde destroying 

the structure of the old city-states.1539 Examples from cuneiform sources showed the Gutians 

as attempting to impose their way of life onto the Sumerian, Elamite, and Akkadian 

populations.1540 One alleged case from cuneiform sources include the Gutian administration 

forcing agricultural populations to transition to nomadic and pastoral lifestyles by releasing 

farm animals, which is the possible cause of famine in the region.1541 Despite these 

administrative overhauls, the Gutian rulers used the Akkadian title of “King of the Four 

Quarters,” again showing the influence the Akkadians had on political legitimacy and 

power.1542 

SECTION IV: Conclusion 

The collapse of the Akkadian Empire is an example of an inability for a system to 

adapt. The Akkadian Empire went from the first empire in the world to a legacy in the span 

of a few generations. This was not because of one singular event, but multiple events building 

up on each other, leading to the polity being unable to adapt in a fast enough manner. 

 

Power Politics 

One major aspect which led to the collapse of the Akkadian Empire was its instability 

once a ruler died. With the death of Sargon the Great there were attempts by regions within 
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the empire to leave.1543 Pretenders, family members who claimed rulership, also rose up to 

assert themselves as the legitimate ruler.1544 These are seen in the victory steles for later 

rulers such as Naram-Sin in the aftermath of the Great Revolt1545. This problem of succession 

was never fully resolved, with the collapse of Akkad coinciding with a series of four kings in 

the span of around thirty years. This instability led to both a reduction in the size and power 

projection of the empire. In some ways, similarities can be found between the collapse of the 

Akkadian Empire with the start of the Syrian Civil War.  

 

Migrations 

In both cases there were regional identities with differing ways of life trying to assert 

themselves. In the case of the Akkadians there were the Gutians, who went beyond 

succession and became the new rulers of Southern Mesopotamia. Their attempts at forcing a 

new way of life onto the people of Southern Mesopotamia is also similar to the actions taken 

by the Islamic State. The Islamic State during their occupation of Syria and Iraq forced 

communities to live under their interpretation of Islamic law and their own way of life.1546 

 

Climate Change 

Climate change also led to the fall of the Akkadian Empire, with the 4.2 kiloyear 

event resulting in dryer conditions and stunting crop production. This reduction came from a 

reliance on rain-fed agriculture, specifically wheat in Northeastern Syria.1547 What this also 

meant was there was damage to the economy as irrigated crops were mostly barley due to 

high salinization.1548 Barley being less valuable than wheat meant less taxes and less 

economic power for the Akkadian Empire.1549 What the collapse of the Akkadian Empire has 

shown is that even with some reforms, there is always a requirement for failsafes in a system. 
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Conclusion 

 When beginning this thesis paper, the original intention was to simply compare the 

migrations of peoples during the Late Bronze Age Collapse with those during the 2011 

Syrian Arab Spring. With this, the plan was to find evidence which could prove the theory of 

Mario Liverani correct. This theory being the destruction of Ugarit and other polities in the 

Late Bronze Age were not due to a “Sea Peoples” but instead from local migrations and 

movements of people. As research into both scenarios grew, so did the correlations which 

were found between not only these two events of societal collapse, but also with the collapse 

of the Akkadian Empire. These correlations were summarized with the first chapter which 

looked at a theory by Thomas Homer-Dixon. This theory explained how polities and societies 

can collapse due to changes in the natural world. More specifically, with a decline in 

available resources, societies enter periods of stress which can lead to the gradual 

disintegration of interconnected systems. Inevitably, this leads to either a polity adapting to 

these changes or collapsing, leading to a power vacuum which is filled by other groups. From 

here the three examples which were used all show this process occurring. In each of the three, 

the end result is a societal collapse with a new system overtaking the old. In the first one, the 

collapse of the Syrian Arab Republic in 2011, there was a period of similar events which saw 

the government adapt to both environmental and societal changes. With the events of the 

2011 Arab Spring in Syria, however, Syria saw a collapse and civil war between the 

government under Bashar al-Assad and various anti-Assadist groups across the country. The 

reason for this collapse was a combination of climatic shifts leading to long-term droughts, 

rural populations migrating into urban centres, and rising dissent against the Syrian 

government. The end result of the collapse was the establishment of a new Syrian 

government in 2023, though as of the writing of this thesis conflict is still ongoing. For 

Ugarit, there was a similar pattern of climate change leading to internal, in this case 

Levantine, migration which then resulted in rising dissent and a collapse in the social order. 

From the collapse of Ugarit came the rise of the Arameans and the Syro-Hittie polities. The 

final example used is the collapse of the Akkadian Empire. With the Akkadian Empire, a 

similar pattern occurred with a climatic shift being followed with internal migration. The end 

result for the Akkadian Empire was the rebellion of the Elamite and Gutian peoples in the 

south along with the movement of the Amorites in the north. What makes this final collapse 

more interesting is that the succeeding Elamites and Gutians continued using the titles that 

the Akkadian emperors used. Furthermore, the collapse of the Akkadian Empire did not end 

the influence of Akkadian, becoming instead a model for later polities in Western Asia. 



 The similarities between the three examples for Syria also showed how vulnerable 

polities are to unexpected changes. Even in an environment where the risk of drought is 

known, there were still points where this known risk was too much for the polity to sustain. 

This led to either an attempt to adapt to this new condition or the collapse of the polity 

entirely. One interesting point also is how at least two of the polities had three similar factors 

to their collapses. The first is that there was a reliance on other polities for basic resources 

leading to dependency. The second was an extreme exploitation of resources which led to a 

lack of safeguards for when conditions changed against the favor of the polity. The third was 

internal migration leading to societal collapse. All three polities shared a basic political 

system as well. This being an authoritarian, if not totalitarian, centralized system of power led 

by a leader with a cult of personality. It was this third factor which all three polities shared 

that led to the total collapse of the polity rather than a lesser change such as a political 

revolution or broad reforms. In this context, a revolution means a continuation of the 

institutions of the previous polity but with a new administration in charge. 

 For the first case with reliance on other polities, we see this with the city-state of 

Ugarit and the Syrian Arab Republic under Bashar al-Assad. Ugarit was arguably more 

justified in its reliance due to the size of the polity requiring some form of protection by 

another power. This need for protection is even greater with Ugarit being a major trading hub 

not only for trade within Western Asia but also for the Eastern Mediterranean. With 

protection from larger powers within Western Asia came reliance on these powers for food 

and other goods. When these powers started to have their own problems due to drought 

conditions, specifically the Hittites and Egypt, this led to Ugarit having not only a lack of 

protection but also not enough resources to provide for its population. Combined with the 

vassalage of Ugarit meaning a duty to protect its overlord, Ugarit was vulnerable to outside 

forces. The end result was the reliance on outside powers meaning an inability for Ugarit to 

protect itself both from environmental changes and later migrating communities.  

The case of the Syrian Arab Republic is less about being under the influence of 

another power, but the pursuit of economic power. For Bashar al-Assad, there was a desire 

for Syria to become more integrated into the greater global economy of the 2000s and 2010s. 

This included the production of water-heavy cash crops such as cotton. The problem is that 

with this production also came the drawbacks of no longer pursuing economic autarky. This 

meant Syria was now reliant on other countries for resources such as food. With cotton also 

being a water-heavy resource, this meant there was less water available for times of drought. 

Bashar al-Assad also pursued economic neoliberalization and partial privatization, including 



joining the World Trade Organization, to help make Syria an exporter economy. The end 

result was when a drought did occur, Syria did not have the ability to both preserve food 

security and its economic standing. By 2011, internal migration led to a rise in unemployment 

and pushes for reforms which ended with the Arab Spring and subsequent Civil War. 

 The second case of overexploitation of resources was seen with both the Akkadian 

Empire and the Syrian Arab Republic. For the Syrian Arab Republic this is shown with the 

reliance on other polities for food for their population. Farmers within Syria were no longer 

being supported by the government. Instead, the government of Bashar al-Assad began to 

prioritize cash crops to help increase the amount of money the Syrian government could 

have. This resulted in an increased use of the limited water supply which Syria had and 

diversion of this water from agricultural communities. This combined with neoliberal reforms 

and pursuing cheaper food imports led to farmers losing their livelihoods. With the onset of 

drought, Syria did not have enough water to support their agricultural community. The 

overreliance on cash crops also meant the government of Bashar al-Assad prioritized cotton 

production over agricultural relief. In the end, the agricultural industry collapsed with farmers 

migrating to the cities and being spurred to support anti-Assadist groups.  

For the Akkadian Empire, this exploitation came with the promotion of irrigation in 

Mesopotamia as well as the push for greater agricultural output in Northern Mesopotamia. 

Northern Mesopotamia was not an area with large-scale irrigation, nor was the main cereal 

barley like Southern Mesopotamia. Instead, the dominant form of agriculture was rain-fed 

with wheat being produced more than barley. This meant that Northern Mesopotamia was 

where a larger amount of the food supply of the Akkadian Empire was located. The lack of 

large-scale irrigation combined with the already vulnerable state of the region to drought 

meant that when drier conditions came to Western Asia, the breadbasket of the Akkadian 

Empire was severely affected. The end result was a decline in wheat production, an 

abandonment of Northern Mesopotamian cities, and a weakening of the Akkadian Empire. 

Amorites, Gutians, and the Elamites then destroyed the Akkadian Empire, leading to a return 

of the prior city-states system in Mesopotamia. 

The third of internal migration can be summarized with internal meaning within the 

confines of Western Asia. The Syrian Arab Republic saw the most internal with communities 

already within the confines of the Syrian government moving from agricultural centres to 

urban centres. Ugarit saw internal migrations by groups such as the Arameans and Anatolian 

groups pillage the polity. Lastly the Akkadians during their collapse saw the Amorites in the 



north move into Mesopotamia while the Gutians and Elamites who were under Akkadian 

suzerainty rebelled and conquered the southern portion of the polity. 

All three polities shared a system where the leader of the government had near 

absolute authority over all aspects of governance. The Syrian Arab government was ruled by 

a political dynasty, this being the Assad family. Both Hafez al-Assad and his successor 

Bashar al-Assad ran the country with near absolute authority. Economic, military, and other 

governmental affairs were conducted by them with no checks or balances on their power. 

This meant every action committed by the government could be attested to the family. 

Economic reforms such as the transition from a planned economy to a more privatized system 

and the change from agricultural autarky to the importation of food could all be placed at the 

hands of Bashar and Hafez al-Assad. The Assad family also had a cult of personality which 

portrayed themselves as the saviours of Syria and the culmination of Syrian history. For 

Ugarit, it was the same political power which the king had. Taxes, administration, and trade 

were done with the consent of the king with every action being a personal interaction 

between the king and either an equal or subjects. The transfer of property had to be approved 

by the king and any binding document required the consent of the king. Diplomatic affairs 

were more interpersonal between the king and the rulers of other polities. For the Akkadian 

Empire, the ruler not only had absolute authority but was also treated as a god after the 

declaration by Naram-Sin. The power which the Akkadian rulers had included the ability to 

overhaul the agricultural industry of the empire, such as the transition from wheat to barley in 

irrigated areas. The Akkadian rulers were able to appoint new priests and priestesses to 

legitimize their rule, including the appointment of female family members to these positions. 

All three of these polities in Syria shared noticeable similarities which gave me a 

sense of perspective on not only the study of history, both natural and political, but also of 

international relations and the modern world. Looking at how these polities collapsed and 

their aftermaths, there is a cycle which I could see in all of them. The cycle begins with a 

polity that has a government with an authoritarian leader with no checks to their power. This 

is followed by reforms which push the economy of a polity towards a specific goal, usually a 

form of maximum output or exploitation. This maximization leads to a decrease in failsafes 

as short-term output is prioritized over long-term stability. Outside pressures, either a desire 

for resources or the power of other polities lead to a greater integration of the polity into an 

interpolity system. Later a natural event, even one that is wholly predictable, results in a need 

for adaptation by the polity. The natural event, such as a drought or natural disaster, then 

leads to actions such as migration of peoples and failures of supply chains. This event, and 



the later immediate effects leads to one of two situations, either the polity will successfully 

survive the crisis or the crisis will lead to a collapse of the polity. The collapse of the polity 

leads to a power vacuum which then leads to either a new similar power taking over or a 

decentralization of the original system. Whether the polity is successful or not will lead to a 

repetition of the cycle in perpetuity. 

From my previous background in international relations, this cycle is something 

which is seen up to the modern day, hence my reasoning for using the Syrian Arab Republic 

as one of the examples. The integration of the Syrian Arab Republic into the international 

market did not lead to continued prosperity but instead becoming reliant on the economies 

and whims of other polities at the time. The transition from autarkic economics to the 

prioritization of luxury goods left Syria vulnerable, especially with the choice of cotton as 

their cash crop in an already drought-vulnerable region. In the case of natural history, there 

was no surprise that climate change caused the collapse of polities. Even in the modern age, 

polities are reliant on the natural world for resources and stability. Climate change throughout 

history has led to humans adapting to the new conditions. The transition from the 

Pleistoscene to the Holocene saw humans change their food sources from large game to 

marine life and smaller terrestrial game. In a similar way the transition from wheat to barley 

in the Akkadian Empire was an adaptation on a smaller scale due to the warming of Western 

Asia at the time. In a historical context, the fall and decline of polities is part of a natural 

cycle of human history. Polities have a rise and fall and no system will last forever. Systems 

may last for nearly one thousand years only to suddenly be replaced by a new system. The 

Holy Roman Empire lasted for almost a thousand years until its dissolution in 1806. China 

was under the rule of emperors seen as divinely appointed until suddenly it was replaced with 

a republican system in 1911. For history, this sudden change can be summarized with the 

quote “There are decades where nothing happens; and there are weeks where decades 

happen.” This brings me to a question of what can be done, and how can polities survive in a 

world of volatility and constant need to adapt? The simplest answer is that there is no 

absolute solution for how polities can survive. There were warning signs for the collapse of 

these polities mentioned, however they came initially in small changes. If there is an answer 

it is that polities should have failsafes for any decisions which are done. Globalization of 

economies should come with the caveat of maintaining a self-reliant internal economy. 

Having power should come with the requirement to work within certain confines with checks 

and balances. However, reality will see this cycle continue as even the most fool-proof plans 

can still lead to societal and polity collapse. In this way, nothing truly is new under the sun. 
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