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Background and Significance of this Research

This research investigates the state transformations in Historical Syria, situated in one of the most
unstable parts of the Middle East and also one of the most conflict-prone areas of contemporary
international society. The scope of “Syria” here extends beyond its modern nation-states’ boundaries to
encompass “Historical Syria,” which includes present-day Syria, Lebanon, Jordan, Palestine, Iraq, and
parts of Turkey. This region has long been shaped by complex political issues such as the Palestinian
and Kurdish problems, the Gulf crisis and wars, and the Lebanese civil war.

Since the outbreak of the Syrian conflict in 2011, the region has witnessed developments that have
fundamentally threatened the existence of the Syrian state, including the rise of the Islamic State (IS),
and multiple interventions by neighboring and global powers. These events have resulted in mass
displacement and the proliferation of transnational terrorism or global Jihad, posing global security
concerns. As such, empirical research on “state transformation” within this Historical Syrian context

has become both more urgent and socially relevant than ever before.

A key concept for understanding historical Syria is the persistent “imbalance between nation and
people,” a condition that has underpinned much of the studies on Middle East politics. This research
seeks to reevaluate this premise in light of recent state transformations initiated by conflicts,

revolutions, and foreign interventions.

Objectives

This project aims to empirically clarify the mechanisms and causal factors behind the state

transformations in Historical Syria since the 2010s by leveraging new analytical methods and data. We
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have examined whether the notion of discordance between nation and people remains valid in light of
contemporary developments and empirical findings.
The project has three primary objectives:
1. To apply cutting-edge empirical methodologies to longstanding research themes in Middle
Eastern studies, thereby uncovering causal effects and mechanisms.
2. To investigate the actual state transformations in Historical Syria—a topic often overlooked in
both area studies and mainstream social sciences.
3. To propose a new paradigm for area studies that allows for comprehensive understanding of

Middle Eastern regional political dynamism, incorporating causal inference frameworks.

Actual Activities

We have initiated comparative and empirical investigations into post-2010 state transformations across
several polities in Historical Syria. This includes data collection from local communities, as well as the
application of mixed methods that combine conventional area-based knowledge with recent causal
inference techniques.

First, public opinion surveys were conducted multiple times in Jordan, Lebanon, Syria, Palestine, Iraq,
and Yemen, and experimental methods were used to obtain more accurate data. In Middle Eastern
political environments essentially characterized by conflict and authoritarianism, people often find it
difficult to express their honest opinions, particularly ones on politics and international relations. As a
result, traditional public opinion survey data collected through direct questions has faced challenges in
terms of the accuracy of responses. This research project overcame these challenges by employing the
latest experimental methods, including list experiments, conjoint experiments, and natural

experiments.

Second, with regard to quantitative text analysis, we developed a data collection and analysis program
targeting local Arabic language materials. Specifically, in addition to downloading online news articles
using machine learning, we collected over 10 million news articles from Dow Jones’ Factiva database.
This has enabled us to identify trends in discourse generated by large amounts of narratives that could
not be identified through previous qualitative analysis, as well as their time-series changes.

In order to strengthen the research capabilities of young researchers and enhance their competitiveness
in the labor market, we not only conducted various basic research activities (e.g., symposiums and
workshops) but also promoted the sharing of data, methodologies, and theories for accurately
analyzing the politics and society of the Middle East. As a result, over the course of three years, we
were able to secure tenured positions at universities in Japan for three young researchers who worked

for this project.

In addition, we have been working to promote the internationalization of research activities and
outcomes, collaborating with the Centre for Middle East and Islamic Studies (CMEIS) at Ritsumeikan
University to advance joint research, exchange young researchers, and present joint panels/sessions at
international conferences with Middle East researchers from the CSS at the University of Jordan,
SOAS at the University of London, Chung Hsing University in Taiwan, Shanghai International Studies
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University in China and so on.

Result and Perspectives

The deterioration of the security situation in Gaza and neighboring countries in Historical Syria, due to
the Gaza War that began in October 2023 during the grant period of this project, has significantly
enhanced the social and academic value of this research. In contrast to popular narratives and
perspectives that simplistically attribute the causes of conflict to religious differences or history itself,
the findings of this research project have been able to present a more nuanced understanding of the
dynamics of conflicts and state transformations through rigorous evidence-based analysis. In other
words, conflicts and political rivalries in the Middle East are not fixed by primordial factors such as
religion or ethnicity, but are structured by various actors’ calculations and strategies for survival, and
can change over time through events such as the outbreak of conflicts. This has the potential to
overturn the static perceptions and discourses based on Orientalism that have long been problematic in
understanding Middle Eastern conflicts.

By clarifying the mechanisms underlying state transformations in Historical Syria, this project aspires
to contribute to the development of an “alternative area study” or “Area Studies 2.0 model—one that
merges detailed local knowledge with generalizable analytical frameworks. This will enable a more
nuanced understanding of the complex interplay between external intervention, internal fragmentation,
and community-level resilience.

Furthermore, the research seeks to inform contemporary policy debates, particularly in peacebuilding
theory. In contrast to liberal peacebuilding models that assume the restoration of Western-style
statehood, we explore context-sensitive paths to peace based on local practices and institutions. This
aligns with the United Nations Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs), especially Goal 16: “Peace,
Justice, and Strong Institutions.”
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