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Introduction

The Syrian regime—and to a certain extent modern Syria in the broader sense—is the
handwork of Hafez al-Asad. His thirty-year autocratic rule (before which he also had
wielded considerable influence in the regime of his predecessor) has made distinguishing
between the president and the state almost impossible. The hallmark of the Asad regime,
which set it apart from its predecessors, was its strong hold on power and stability in a
country which in the twenty years prior to its rise had experienced numerous coup d’états
and a constant sense of instability. Since the triple crisis of the early 1980s (rebellion of
the Muslim Brotherhood, Hafez al-Asad’s health crisis and the challenge to the regime by
his brother, Rif’at), the regime has been stable: domestic opposition was rare and was dealt
with summarily; global and regional events such as the fall of the Soviet bloc, the first Gulf
war, and the Israeli-Arab peace process did not seem to affect the country’s stability

The passage from the founder of the regime to his son has changed much of this.
Analysis of the structure of the regime and its decision-making process should now include
not only a description of the forces within the regime and an attempt to decode the intentions
of the President, but should place a heavier emphasis on the interests and intentions of the
circles surrounding him: the family, the nomenklatura, advisors, friends, and forces within
the regime that are jockeying for the residual political power which has been made available
by the demise of the centralist and all-powerful Hafez al-Asad. Furthermore, the stability
of the regime is no longer to be taken for granted. The perception that Bashar is less
politically adept than his father, Bashar’s own initial reformist steps which opened a door
to unprecedented internal dissent, the fall of the Ba’th regime in Iraq, the declared U.S.
policy of democratization in the Arab world, and the fallout of events in Lebanon all place
a question mark over the future of the regime. Certain domestic processes are interpreted
by many within and outside Syria as signs of regime failure and thus encourage further
opposition.! An analysis of the regime today must therefore look forward to potential
alternatives which may exist.

This study focuses on a number of issues that are relevant to the makeup of the Syrian
regime, its regional strategy and world view, and its behavior in relations with other states.

This study is based on a project which took place at the Institute for Policy and Strategy.
The Project team included Ms. Rachel Machtiger and Shmuel Bachar. Contributors to the
project included: Dr. Israel Elad-Altman, Brig. Gen (rtd.) Amos Gilboa, Dr. Reuven Erlich,
Dr. Mordechai Keidar, Prof. Moshe Maoz, Maj. Gen (rtd.) Uri Sagi, and Prof. Eyal Zisser.
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The House that Asad Built

The Regime and its Power Bases

The President. The Syrian regime was tailored by and for Hafez al-Asad. Hafez al-Asad
was not only the anchor for national identification, but the sole source and focus of real
power as well. Ex officio, the president controls all the pillars of power: he is the secretary
general of the Ba’th party (which controls the parliament), commander-in-chief of the
armed forces and the authority for all the intelligence services. His informal power goes
even further. The models for Asad’s regime were the autocratic Communist regimes of
Eastern Europe, particularly the Ceausescu regime in Rumania. The analogies can be seen
in the centralized control of the leader, the terminology of the personality cult, the marginal
role of the party that was ostensibly in power, and the dominant role of the family in the
regime, creating a sense of monarchy (according to a neologism—a jamlakah—a hybrid of
a republic, jumhuriya, and a monarchy, mamlakah).> According to al-Asad himself, he was
also influenced by the North Korean regime of Kim Il Sung.

The identification of the state with the president is epitomized in the pervasive per-
sonality cult surrounding him. The singular role of the “leader” (qa ‘id) was expressed in
regime slogans, reminding the Syrian that he is a citizen of Suriya al-Asad (Asad’s Syria).
References to the leader contain superlatives borrowed from both Stalinist terminology and
customary Islamic sycophancy. He was the “The Leader of the March” (of the Ba’th of
Syria) (gai’d al-masira), the “Eternal Leader” (al-qa’id ila al-abd), the “Builder of Syria”
(bani Suriyya), the “Hope of the Nation” (amal al-ummah), “Hafez (guardian—a play on
the meaning of Hafez al-Asad’s name) of honor” (Hafez al-Karamah), the “Struggler”
(munadil), the “Hero of Tishrin (“batal Tishreen” for both the month of tishrin al-thani,
November, in which Asad took power and tishrin al-awal, October of the 1973 war). He
is likened to the Muslim hero Salah a-Din al-Ayoubi (Saladin). His attributes, according to
the Syrian press and the inscriptions over his ubiquitous posters, include wisdom, courage,
generosity, genius, statesmanship, and compassion. Above all, he is described as inspiring
in the people love and loyalty.? At the same time, Asad was portrayed as a quintessentially
Islamic leader (in spite of his being an Alawite and, in the eyes of most Sunnis, not even a
Muslim). He was described as “a believing Muslim” who loved Allah and his people and
the relationship between him and the people was presented in terms of a baya’ (Islamic oath
of allegiance). One of the highlights of this can be seen in the inscription from the Qur’an
adorning the building around Hafez al-Asad’s tomb: “Oh Ye who Believe! Obey Allah and
Obey his Prophet and those who are in authority among you!”* This verse has been used
by Muslim regimes and their Islamic establishments for centuries to legitimize their rule
and delegitimize rebellion against them.

The philosophy of the regime can be read between the lines of these titles. The source
of legitimacy under Hafez al-Asad was the person of the president himself and not his
“election” as president or the Ba’th party of which he was “general secretary.” He was
described as an almost supernatural being of infinite wisdom, worthy of being obeyed
without question.

The decision-making process within the Syrian regime under Hafez al-Asad was cen-
tralized at the presidential level. The “buck” began and ended with the President. Though
he seemed to trust his close advisors, Asad was firmly in control of the decision-making
process in both political and military areas (though he seemed to have been much less
involved in economic decision making, such as it was, during decades of economic stag-
nation). The Hafez al-Asad system had little room for delegation of authority in matters
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of political importance and no institutionalized bureaucratic process for making decisions
on war and peace. A case in point would be the decision to go to war in 1973, which
was decided on in a meeting between Presidents Sadat and Asad and was handed down to
the military. It appears that little or no strategic planning preceded Asad’s decision to join
the war. Similarly, the Syrian preparations for the peace process with Israel were clearly
“top-down”’; the president provided the strategic goals and determined what information he
needed and the bureaucracy provided the papers. The bureaucracy was notoriously unable
or unwilling to provide the president with options that he himself had not proposed or to
analyze the pros and cons of the policy that the leader had handed down. This weakness did
not go as far as the terror which pervaded the Iraqi leadership, and which prevented it from
warning Saddam of his miscalculations. It was more like long-conditioned subservience to
the leader.

Hafez al-Asad was not an advocate of “groupthink”; his way to access opinions and
information from his subordinates was in direct one-on-one reporting of the latter to the
president. Asad was rarely known to hold multiparticipatory consultations or participate in
“brainstorming” sessions of a large numbers of individuals. It is said that during military
operations in Lebanon, he would circumvent the chain of command in order to get reports
from lower-ranking officers in the field. In doing so, however, he did not “consult,” but
merely gathered information. Rarely did any of these subordinates receive any feedback
from the president. This centralist and “micromanagement” leadership style, along with
total loyalty to the president and a clear allocation of areas of responsibility, restrained
court intrigues and limited blatant rivalries amoung members of the leadership. Asad’s
leadership style may have derived of a divida et impera tactic; by limiting the exposure of
his senior deputies to the information that was brought before him, he could maintain a high
level of uncertainty between members of the elite and control the balance of power among
them. It has also been postulated that he acted out of distrust of the efficacy of consensus
mechanisms and self-confidence in his own ability to integrate information brought before
him.

The Syrian decision-making process under Asad also left no room for true strategic
intelligence and net assessment by professional analytical experts; the information brought
to the president seems to be relatively raw intelligence, with little strategic context or
policy recommendations. The Syrian bureaucracy lacked a culture of scenario building and
discussing sundry alternatives.®> As a result, the information background and analysis of the
situation available to the president for decision making were based primarily on the personal
knowledge and analysis of senior advisors who directly participated in the decision-making
process. The Syrian regime had not developed professional support for decision making
such as the sort that exists in a “Cabinet Office” (in the U.K.), The American National
Security Council, or Israel’s Planning Branch. The absence of a mechanism of this sort with
aremit and responsibility that derives from its constitutional duties rather than loyalty to the
psresident is not an oversight. Such an apparatus would be incompatible with the autocratic
leadership that the Syrian regime is built on.

The upshot of this leadership style was the development of a well-suited party and
regime bureaucracy. This was particularly manifested in political and military areas, which
were also the main areas in which Asad tended to make decisions, and less so in the sphere
of the economy. This individualist management style was also the rule in lower echelons
of the party and the regime. During the Hafez al-Asad era the Ba’th party lost the internal
decision making mechanisms that existed in the pre-regime Ba’th. The party became an
instrument for collecting information on the domestic theatre and mobilizing support for the
decisions that the leader took, but was not a real participant in the decision-making process
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Figure 1. The power bases of the Syrian regime.

itself. True, all of the President’s inner circle were senior members of the party (almost
always members of the Regional Command), but their input in the decision-making process
was not related to their formal party status, but due to their membership in the president’s
“gang” (jama’ a)—fellow officers who were part of the original junta that brought Asad to
power, a bond stronger than Asad’s ties with his brothers. These persons were both the main
source of advice for the president and his main source of information on issues.

While the Syrian constitution defines formal constitutional authorities, real power is
exercised through ad hoc methods of balancing one force against the other. The Syrian
regime maintains a powerless legislative branch dominated by the Ba’th party as part of the
nominal “National Progressive Front.”® The technocratic executive also is not a vehicle of
power; those ministers who wield formal power (for example, the minister of defence and
prime minister) do so not by dint of their membership in the formal executive, but of their
belonging to the informal inner circle, a de facto “cabinet” of the President’s main political,
military and security advisors (see Figure 1).

The Military-Security Complex

The Syrian military is one of the primary mainstays of the regime. Its functions under the
Ba’th regime include not only defence of the country in the face of Israeli, Turkish and, to
a certain extent, Iraqi threats, but also domestic duties of counterterrorism and gathering
intelligence on potential subversion.

The fact that Hafez al-Asad came to power through the military has painted the regime
with the color of a “military regime.” However, the regime has been in power as a civilian
regime for three decades and effectively subordinated the military to its rule. It is not
clear today to what extent the military can be seen as a distinct political entity with clear
objectives.
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The High Command of the Syrian military became notoriously elderly during the Hafez
al-Asad era. According to the standing regulations, an officer was expected to be either
promoted or discharged upon approaching the age of sixty. However, the senior echelon of
the military received special dispensations to remain in service past the age of retirement.
As aresult, the natural flow of promotion in the military was disrupted at the higher levels.

The Ba’th party apparatus in the military and the civilian organs do not interact below
the level of the Regional Congress, where the military has a number of seats, and, of course,
in the Regional Command. This, however, is on a purely formal level. On the practical level,
Syria has been under martial law since 1963. The military and the “civilian” mukhabarat
have extensive powers in the civilian sector. Furthermore, in the Hafez al-Asad era four of
the “old guard” members of the Regional Command (Asad himself, Rif*at al-Asad until
he was deposed, Mustafa Tlas, and Hikmat Shihabi) were “military” and other prominent
party figures stood at the helm of the mokhabarat.

The relationship between the party and the mokhabarat does not seem to be direct. The
heads of the various apparatuses answer to the president directly in all matters. Their remit
is to safeguard the regime and prevent dissident activity. In this context, any activity that
calls for “de-Ba’thification” of the regime is viewed as subversive. There is, however, no
indication that the policy of the apparatuses toward various expressions of dissident voices
is officially determined in consultation with party bodies. Rather, there are indications that
different agencies act on their own, according to their own reading of the threats to the
regime implicit in a certain activity, and according to their own interests. This frequently
brings the different agencies, and even different local branches of the agency, into conflict.
A prime example is the inconsistency of the policy towards the “civil society”” movement; it
has been reported by Syrians involved in the movement that while one branch of an agency
in one city cracked down on lower-level members of the movement for public reading of
documents relating to the movement, the authors of those documents in another city were
untouched. Similarly, one prominent dissident had his passport taken away by one agency
and shortly afterwards had a new passport issued with the help of a rival agency, with a
guarantee by the head of that agency that he would be protected.’

Communities, Tribes and Families

The Syrian regime alternatively has been described as a “Ba’thist” regime, an “Alawite”
regime, and a regime of the “military” and the “security apparatuses.” All of these appella-
tions are valid to one degree or another. But more than any of these, the Syrian regime is the
regime of a well-defined Syrian nomenklatura which is not exclusively Ba’thist, Alawite, or
military. The description of an “Alawite” regime imposed on a Sunni country, for example,
does not do justice to the complex relationship of the regime to the Alawite and the other
communities (Sunni, Druze, Christian, Yazidis, and Isma’ilis). The term Ba’thist regime
implies party control of the state (along the lines of the Communist party in the former
Soviet Union), which is not the case in Syria.

A more accurate description of the Syrian regime would be “confessional coalitionism.”
First, not all the Alawite families enjoy the same status in the regime; Asad’s Kalabiyya
tribe along with allied tribes (see below), is predominant. Second, the centrality of the
Alawites was (and is) enabled by according two other Syrian minorities (Druze and Isma’ilis)
privileges not warranted by their relative size in the population and by coopting the rural and
tribal Sunni sector, which previously had been denied social mobility. The predominance of
these formerly unprivileged Sunnis is evident in the list of prominent Syrians of the Hafez
al-Asad era.® After he had consolidated power, Asad also coopted the Damascene Sunni
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economic elite, from the 1980s onward.” This symbiosis between the Alawite military elite
and the Sunni business sector was based on senior military officers providing protection and
guaranteeing the monopolistic control of certain sectors, receiving a considerable proportion
of the resulting lucrative returns.

The Syrian regime is based on a complex patronage system. Patronage lines may derive
from a variety of relationships. These may include any of the following:

e Family power bases: These are particularly strong in the Alawite, Druze, and
Isma’ili communities and in the rural Sunni milieu. They include extended family
members, at least cousins and occasionally more distant relations. Frequently, these
power bases are at odds with competing families (very frequently distant relatives)
in the same area.'”

¢ Party/bureaucracy power bases: These include branches of the party, “popular
organizations,” bureaus, and so forth.

e Communal or region-based power bases: Members of the “old guard” built their
own power bases within their communities. This was done by channelling funds to
their home areas or tribes and providing perks to those close to them. From the point
of view of the leadership, the most important of these power bases are in Alawite
areas, since they provide access to senior figures in the military and security forces.

e Military protégées: The members of the old guard, who headed the Syrian military

and security services for years, still have former subordinates of high rank through
whom they can wield influence.
Economic power bases: Almost all of the “old guard” have amassed fortunes,
and they control different sectors of the Syrian economy. This form of influence is
particularly significant in the case of Sunni nonmilitary leaders, who lack the two
former channels of influence.

¢ Foreign relations: Relationships with countries with leverage over the present lead-
ership, such as Russia, Saudi Arabia, and France.

The predominant elements in the Syrian regime are in the inner circle of advisors
surrounding the president. This inner circle usually includes all the heads of the security
services and the military, a few political figures with personal experience, diplomatic abili-
ties, or other personal traits that accord them added value in the eyes of the president. During
the long era of Hafez al-Asad, there was almost a perfect correlation between the members
of the inner circle and the president’s “old boys club”—fellow officers who were part of the
original junta that brought Asad to power. The strength of this bond was greater than that
of Asad’s family ties. The brothers Rifaat and Jamil al-Asad (the latter died in December
2004) were pushed aside at an early stage, while old comrades such as Mustafa Tlas and
’Abd al-Halim Khadam remained in power to supervise the transfer of authority to Bashar.
These persons were both the main source of advice for the president and his main source
of information on the issues under study.

Since the fall of the Iraqi regime, the importance of the tribal sector in Syria has risen.
The Sunni tribes of Northeast of Syria have not played a central role in the Ba’th party
in the past. The porosity of the Syrian-Iraqi border and the threat of infiltration of radical
Islamic elements inimical to the Syrian regime itself enhanced their status for the regime.
The tribes were also instrumental in bringing the Sunni Iraqi insurgents, some belonging
to the same tribes on the Iraqi side, to Syria and linking them up with the regime. The area
of Ramadi on the Iraqi side of the border and Abu Kamal on the Syrian border is widely
perceived as more Iraqi than Syrian; the Arabic dialect spoken in this region has more in
common with the Iraqi dialect of the neighboring region than with the Syrian of the Dir
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a-Zur province to which they belong. The main tribes of the area—the Shammar, ‘Anaza,
Agadat, al-Jabouri and al-Fawzil—have most of their clans in Iraq. During the first Gulf War
(1990-1991), the region was considered to be highly sympathetic to Saddam Hussein and
was a source of domestic unrest during the Syrian participation in the coalition. It has also
been claimed that historically, the Ba’th party in the region was closely affiliated with the
Michel ‘Aflag—Salah Jadid faction of the party that was deposed and exiled to Iraq. Later,
Saddam Hussein was reputed to have cultivated close relations with many of the heads of
the tribes in this area.

Many Syrian sources—including those who were in opposition to the Hafez al-Asad—
point out that Hafez al-Asad himself was not implicated directly in accumulating his own
personal fortune and lived an austere life. The system, though, was indispensable; in order
to control the country, Hafez al-Asad needed to guarantee the loyalty of the various power
brokers. This could only be done through allowing them the perquisites that derive from
power. The system of corruption in the party and the regime, though, has been intermittently
on the public agenda in Syria since the mid 1970s. Anticorruption campaigns were launched
(August 1977-March 1978; January 1985-1987; and the campaign lead by Basil al-Asad
until his death in 1993).

The Ba’th Party. The Ba’th party portrays itself as the true representative of the masses in
Syria. From the point of view of its presence among those masses, there is some justification
for this claim. The number of members of the party in Syria is approximately 1.8 million,
which accounts for about 18 percent of the adult population.'! Here the party is a vehicle
for the maintenance of the nomenklatura, but it has not succeeded (or even made a serious
effort) in inculcating the Ba’th ideology to wide strata of society.

The Ba’th party originally arose as a middle-class movement, but was taken over
by the military, which viewed the middle class with suspicion and excluded it. However,
throughout years of the Ba’th rule, a new middle class emerged, incorporating parts of
the old Syrian middle class and a new bourgeoisie, which grew under the Ba’th regime
and shared with the regime a vested interest in continued stability. This sector has been
effectively incorporated into the Ba’th party through professional organizations and unions
that serve both as vehicles for social promotion and instruments of the party for supervision
of these potentially subversive sectors.

On the social level, the Ba’th Party is essentially a vehicle for social mobility and a
patronage network for achieving perquisites from the regime. Since not all members of
extended families are party members, this number can also be viewed as representing a
larger number of citizens who enjoy privileges by dint of their party-member relatives.
While this network is based on the party, it is actually a transformation of the model of the
traditional “zaim,” networks prevalent in much of the Arab world and specifically in Syria
and Lebanon — the old-style village boss or leader. The zu’ama play an intermediate role
between the citizens and the state, taking their share of concessions, controlling monopolies,
and blocking any competition. They respect each others’ areas of control and have acommon
interest in preserving the system.

The secularism of the party is an important source of legitimacy. It is estimated that
about 25 percent of the population of Syria are non-Sunni Muslims (Alawites, Druze,
Isma’ilis), or non-muslims (Christians). Others are Sunni non-Arabs (Kurds, Circassians,
Turkomans) who are traditionally less orthodox than Sunni Arabs and also fear the rise
of the Muslim Brotherhood. For this large minority, Ba’th secularism is a bulwark against
Sunni domination and Islamic fundamentalism.'?> This message is exploited by the regime
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domestically and in implicit messages to foreign audiences to buttress its legitimacy, as the
lesser of two evils.

The Ba’th party was founded in Syria in the 1940s as an Arab nationalist party advocat-
ing Arab unity, socialism and secular nonsectarianism. The “nonsectarianism” of the party
derived from French cultural influences, the preponderance of non-Muslims (Christians,
Alawites and Druze) among the founders of the party, and the division into confessional
communities'® of the population in Syria and Lebanon. The party grew in popularity and
spread outside of the Levant during the heyday of Arab nationalism in the 1950s and the
1960s. The idealism of the early Ba’th was demonstrated when it willingly dismantled itself
to be part of the United Arab Republic (1958-1961) which merged Egypt and Syria with
Egyptian President Gamal ‘Abd al-Nasser at the helm.'*

The organizational principles of the Syrian Ba’th party are based on the “internal
statute” (nizam dakhili) that was approved by the last “National Congress” in July 1980.
These principles closely resemble those of communist parties of the mid-twentieth century.
They include:

1. A transnational superstructure, the “National Command” (analogous to the Comintern'>
of the Communist Party);

2. Strict mechanisms for control of membership and stages for achieving full membership
in the party;

3. A hierarchal structure, which duplicates itself in each level of the party (national, re-
gional, and local);

4. Formal electoral mechanisms for representation of the roots of the party with checks
and balances to guarantee the predominance of the party leadership; and

5. Committees and popular organizations for mobilization of the party membership, and
mechanisms of “criticism” and “self criticism” to preserve ideological conformity;

The pan-Arab elements of the party structure, like the revolutionarism of the Ba’th
ideology, have fallen into desuetude. The party in Syria is typical of a ruling one-party
regime. Its organs reflect organizational concepts of a small revolutionary party and of a
transnational pan-Arab party. In fact, it is a Syrian party par excellence with only vestiges of
atrophied formal bodies that maintain the “pan-Arab” character of the party. The constituent
bodies of the Syrian Ba’th party include the following:

The National (Arab) Command,

The Regional Secretary,

The Regional Command,

Bureaus and Committees of the Regional Command,
The Central Committee,

The Regional Congress,

Popular Organizations,

Workers and Professional Associations,

Branches, Sub-Branches, Sections and Cells, and
The party in the military and the security services.

SOV E DD =

—_—

The relationship between the various bodies of the party is vertical and hierarchical with
very few perceptible horizontal interrelationships. There is no evidence of “interministerial”
bodies composed of different bureaus or of ad hoc bodies for dealing with a specific problem.
Thus, for example, even though the “Preparation Bureau” is the predominant body dealing
with ideological texts and control, it does not seem to have any foothold within the military,
which is completely dominated by the Military Committee. Another example may be the
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National Union of Students, which operates within the universities as a separate Ba’th party
body; not all the students who are members of the party are involved in the union. As a
result there may be in any one sector (university, town) overlapping party bodies which
cover the population. The relationship between these bodies is depicted in the diagram in
the appendix.

The erosion of Ba’th pan-Arabism was evident early on in the split between the Syrian
and Iraqi parties,'¢ and in the decline—until its virtual disappearance—of the “National
Command.”!” In both the Syrian and the Iraqi “Ba’th” parties the ideological dimension
became secondary and in neither country has there been any real intellectual activity for
further development of Ba’th ideology. Most of the Ba’th members in both countries have
little or no knowledge of the primary sources of the party. The Ba’th doctrine that they
subscribe to is a “sloganized” ideology, consisting of a limited number of dictums, most
of which reflect the subordination of the doctrine to the particular leadership cult in each
country and do not express real political doctrines. Intellectual activity on ideological issues,
to the extent that it continued to exist, was the territory of elder Ba’thists who eventually
died out and the supporters of the party outside of Syria and Iraq, such as the proxy Ba’th
parties in Jordan and Lebanon.

The ascendancy to power of the Ba’th in Syria (1963) and of Hafez al-Asad (1970)
brought about a transformation of the Syrian Ba’th’s view of the role of the party: from
an elite “leading the masses” to an instrument for mass mobilization. This transformation
was reflected in the drive for mass recruitment of members, without the cautious balances
that the party had established in its clandestine years (see below—membership) and in a
marginalization of ideology in the party. The latter trend towards a utilitarian and nonideo-
logical party is evident in the neglect, during the decades of Ba’th rule in Damascus, of any
real development of ideological texts or theories based on Ba’th ideology. Unlike other (os-
tensibly) highly ideological systems that rose and fell in the twentieth century, the Ba’thist
ideology does not have deep roots even among the members of the party. This dearth of
ideological activity stands in stark contrast to the importance that other ostensibly ideologi-
cal regimes—particularly the Communist regimes of the Soviet Union, Eastern Europe and
the PRC—ascribed to study of ideological texts of Marxism-Leninism and to developing
contemporary theories that could explain current affairs in a manner compatible with the
ideology.

This trend can be explained in light of the pragmatic and Machiavellian autocracy of
Hafez al-Asad, and his desire to be as unfettered as possible by constraints outside his own
control. It facilitated the regime’s freedom of political maneuver, unshackled by ideological
contradictions. Prime examples are Syria’s rejection of an almost total consensus among the
Arab states on the Iran—Iraq war: Ba’th secular ideology and Arab identity notwithstanding,
Damascus was almost alone among the Arabs in supporting Iran. Despite the obvious
inconsistency with the principles of Arab solidarity, however, there is no evidence that the
Syrian position generated any protest within the Ba’th party.

Marginalization of the ideology allowed for a de facto legitimization of Syrian nation-
alism as well. Ba’thist rhetoric notwithstanding, the Syrian Ba’th has always been more
“Syrian” than “Arab.” Thus, Syria’s regional policies accord top priority to Syria’s partic-
ularistic interests, and the Syrian regime has promoted a Syrian nationalism based on the
centrality of Syria (Damascus) to the Arab Nation. The legacy of the Umayyads (661-750)
and Salah ad-Din (d. 1193) is invoked to justify Syrian leadership, at least in the territory
considered Bilad al-sham (the country of Syria) or Suriya al-Kubra (Greater Syria). Con-
sequently, the Syrian regime has never reconciled itself to the complete independence of
its neighbours—Lebanon, Jordan, and Palestine. This is particularly evident in the case
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of Lebanon, with which Syria has never (even before the Syrian occupation of 1975) ex-
changed embassies on the grounds that there is no need for embassies between two parts of
the same country.

The ideology of pan-Arabism remained in the rhetoric of the Ba’th party, but the word
“Arab” became more and more a code word for Syria. The overt emphasis on “Arab” identity
serves the regime’s interests:

* Domestically—to discourage signs of localism and sectarianism, on one hand, and
to obfuscate the sectarian nature of the Alawite-led regime, as the other.

¢ Outwards to the Arab world—the implicit message is that Syria is willing to
sacrifice its own local interests for those of the “Arab Nation,” and it will prefer
the interests of other Arabs over any other circle of association that Syria may be
in (Islamic, nonaligned). However, it expects other countries to do the same. Thus
the ideology is translated into a demand that Arab countries respect Syria’s vital
interests as defined by Damascus. When these encompass such wideranging issues
such as Lebanon and the Israeli-Arab conflict, this position, when accepted, provided
Syria with disproportional regional status. In practical terms, this allowed Syria to
demand and receive across-the-board Arab recognition of its own vested interests
in Lebanon and vis-a-vis Israel. This was expressed in Arab League summits and
Syria’s leverage over the other Arabs in the international arena.

Party membership usually involves entire families. Many of the families do not rise to
the national level and continue to provide the local strongmen to the branches of the party
in their home areas. While there is not enough detailed information on the party apparatus
on the branch level, it is widely known that many positions are allocated on a nepotistic
basis.

The centralist nature of the Syrian regime under Hafez al-Asad restricted the potential
for party power bases to develop past the local level. The fact that the Regional Congress
was not convened for fifteen years, and the Central Committee played no more than a rubber
stamp role, limited the ability of senior party members to develop independent power bases.
For the time being Bashar’s policy of strengthening the party as a power base for himself
has been counterbalanced by his infusion of extraparty technocrats into key posts.

There is no real distinction between power bases of the Ba’th party and those of the
regime or the country in general. All the above power bases are also intimately intertwined;
while not all economic or military power bases are tribal based, those that are not frequently
marry into the tribal system in order to cement their power base. At the same time, a tribal
power base alone is not enough; the prominent families and tribes use their social leverage
to gain positions in the party apparatus, to appoint their sons to senior posts in the army, and
to create economic power bases for themselves. The nodal relationships between echelons
of the regime allow those at the top ranks of the regime to bestow privileges and thus to
guarantee the loyalty of those beneath them. These privileges include:

* Membership in the party—The recruitment system described above delegates au-
thority to the Branch Command (in fact, the Branch Secretary) to approve the mem-
bership of a candidate in the party.

¢ Party and public office—The Branch Commands have extensive control over the
process of elections to the constituent bodies of the party in the Branch and recom-
mend people for office in the local government to which they belong.

¢ Protection from harassment by the mokhabarat.
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¢ Ability to provide local needs—Many sources have recounted stories of local en-
trepreneurs who, after having been exhausted by government bureaucracy, took re-
course to the local party chiefs and succeeded in cutting the red tape.

The legislative body in Syria is the “People’s Assembly” (majlis al-shab). The People’s
Assembly lacks any decision-making authority or influence. It is composed of 250 delegates
elected regionally every four years. Approximately 60 percent of its members represented
the Progressive National Front, an umbrella organization of all the political parties officially
permitted to operate in Syria, foremost among them the Ba’th Party. The remaining 40
percent of its members are independents.

During most of the Hafez al-Asad era the composition of the regime and relative status
of the groups in it were relatively stable. High officials gained and lost influence with the
Presidential Palace, but in contrast to other similar regimes, Syria knew little change and
no massive purge of the regime since Hafez al-Asad came to power. This stability within
the regime was due to the cohesiveness of the original junta and its loyalty to Hafez al-
Asad. Most of the military leaders and party officials in the regime had accompanied Hafez
al-Asad during his most trying times, creating a true sense of loyalty.

Ideology and Worldview

The ideology of the Syrian Ba’th is a mélange of nineteenth-century nationalism and
twentieth-century humanistic idealism. The main tenets of this ideology were forged by
its founders Michel Aflaq, Zaki al-Arsuzi, and and Salah al-Bitar during the 1940s in the
heyday of nationalism, anticolonialism, and socialism. This ideology was heavily influenced
by French philosophical currents of the mid-twentieth century (Henri Bergson and others)
and nineteenth-century German nationalist philosophers (Herder, Fichte, and others), with
which the founders of the Ba’th became acquainted during their studies in France. This
ideology has not changed substantially or evolved with changing circumstances.

The defining ideological documents of the Syrian Ba’th are the party constitution'®
that was accepted in the first party Congress in April 1947 and the “Points of Departure”
(muntalagat)"® that were ratified in the sixth National Congress in October 1963. Party
Congresses since have authorized de facto incremental changes in the weight of various
parts of the ideology, but there have been no formal amendments of these documents since
they were written.

The slogan of the Ba’th is “Unity, Freedom, Socialism.” This slogan encapsulates the
main tenets of the party (to be detailed below):

1. Arab Unity—the belief in the natural unity of the Arab nation.

2. Freedom from “imperialist” and “colonialist” yokes, implying not only political but also
cultural emancipation from western influences (as liberally defined by the party so as to
purge only those influences that they objected to) and economic self-reliance.

3. Socialism—a tenet which should be interpreted according to a particular brand of Ba’th
socialism, based ostensibly on “Arab” traditions.

4. Other tenets include modernism, equality of the sexes, and human rights (albeit honored
in all Ba’th regimes more in the breach than in the observance).

The core tenet of the Ba’th is the innate unity of the Arab Nation. This nation, according
to the Ba’th constitution, is



364 S. Bar

distinguished by characteristics that are manifest in its consecutive revivals. It is
stamped with the fertility of vivacity and creativity, the capability to renewal and
resurrection [and] has an eternal mission that appears in innovative forms and is
integrated in all stages of history . . . renewing human values, motivating human
advancement and developing the harmony and cooperation among nations.>’

This convoluted panegyric to the nature of the Arab Nation reflects the ideological roots
of the party in nineteenth-century European nationalism. The description of the character-
istics of the Arab Nation are reminiscent of the Volksgeist (National Spirit) proposed in the
late eighteenth-century Germany by the German philosopher Johann Gottfried Herder,?!
and later by J. C. Fichte.?? It refers obliquely to the thesis proposed by Arnold Toynbee, that
nations are born and die, and that their steady decline is part of a process leading inevitably
to their demise. The Arab Nation, according to the Ba’th, does not fit that paradigm. It
is “eternal” and has innate qualities of self-regeneration into different manifestations in
different stages of history. This Germanic concept of national character did not develop in
the basic tenets of the Ba’th into an Arab Fascism. It is tempered by the French humanist
background of the founders of the Ba’th, by determining that the special attributes of the
Arab Nation play a role in the advancement of the whole of mankind.

The Ba’th constitution also demarcates the borders of the Arab Nation. They are from
the Taurus and Bishkek Mountains (Kyrgyzstan), to the Basra Gulf, the Arab Sea, the
mountains of Ethiopia, the Sahara Desert, the Atlantic Ocean, and the Mediterranean. This
definition leaves no room for ethnic or religious identity or for national pluralism within
the Arab Nation.

The goal of the party is unity of the Arab Nation. This unity is not the result of historic
coincidence (Renan’s?? definition of a nation as “a large-scale solidarity, constituted by the
feeling of the sacrifices that one has made in the past and of those that one is prepared to make
in the future”), but of metaphysical design and manifest destiny. “Arabism” (‘arubah) is the
abstract and noble quality of the Arab Nation and it is expressed in the very structure of the
Arabic language (Arsuzi’* even emphasized the unique quality of the Arabic language).?’
This ideology reflected an authentic attempt to invent a common denominator for the Arabic
speaking fragments of the Ottoman Empire and the different regional political entities that
had been created by Western colonialism. Federations and unifications of existing states
can be stepping stones for Arab unity, but true unity must be based on a common ideology:
freedom and socialist democracy.?® The goal of unity, though, is not an end in itself, but
a means for the Arabs to regain their place among the nations and to play a role in world
civilization and a process that can only be implemented through a spiritual and social
revolution that will eliminate the forces that have imposed backwardness on the Arabs:
imperialism and colonialism from outside, and feudalism from within.

The goal of unity and the definition of the Arabs are closely linked to the secularism
of the Ba’th. In his writings, Michel Aflaq tended to equate religion in general with the
traditional social and economic order that the party had vowed to topple, and with oppression
of the weak and wide-scale corruption. In his words: *. .. the oppressed who see religion in
this era a weapon that the oppressors rely upon...those who exploit the corrupt situation
exploit this corruption (i.e. religion) because it drugs the people and because it prevents
the people from a revolution against its oppressors and its enslavers.”?’ This secularism
was evident in the “Declaration of Principles” that the party published when it assumed
power in 1960; it determined that “the educational policy of the party is to create a new
generation of Arabs that believes in the unity of the nation and the eternity of its mission.”
The secularism of the Ba’th was even more emphasized in the ideological discourse of the
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pre-Asad era. Thus, for example, one could read in the organ of the Syrian army before 1967
the assertion (which evoked public protest, but nevertheless exemplified the Ba’th thinking
of the time) that the values of “feudalism and imperialism” had turned the Arab Man into
a “submissive human being who knows nothing but to declare that there is no strength but
that of the Supreme and the Almighty.” The solution is to build the new Socialist Arab Man,
who realizes that God, religion, feudalism, and all the values that dominated society are
nothing but mummies.

This secularism is no surprise, taking into account the fact that the ideological founder—
Michel Aflag—was not a Muslim but a Greek Orthodox. The only way that non-Muslims
Arabs could integrate into an ideal of the united Arab world would be under a secular
ideology. Therefore, the Ba’th was born as a quintessentially secular movement. “Arabism”
is not contingent on, or the result of, Islam, but rather was inherent in the Arabs before
Islam. Islam was a force that woke the latent potential of the Arabs, and having fulfilled its
role, is no longer necessary as a driving force—that role having been taken over by secular
nationalism.

The Ba’th concept of “freedom” refers not to individual freedoms or civil rights, but to
the liberation of the Arab nation as a collective from the domination of the West (including
that of Zionism and the State of Israel) and the constraints that have been imposed upon
its self-determination and self-expression by Western colonialism, as a prerequisite for
fulfilling its national potential and unity. This concept too has a metaphysical side to it:
liberation from colonialism is not one single formal act of independence, but a process that
calls for developing national self-reliance (a concept that is reminiscent of the North Korean
“Chuche”?’) and “nonalignment.”

The third element in the Ba’th slogan, “socialism,” is the economic conclusion of the
two former elements. It too draws on ideas from nineteenth- and early twentieth-century
Western socialism, which the founders absorbed during their studies in France. Because
the process of “auto-emancipation”? of the Arabs from colonial yoke calls for economic
development commensurate with the manifest destiny of the Arabs, they require a suitable
economic doctrine. In practice, the economic doctrine of the Ba’th eschewed private en-
terprise and called for a state directed economy, much like the USSR. According to the
basic documents of the party: the national wealth is the property of the state; the traditional
distribution (i.e. the holding of most arable land by absentee landowners who leaded the
land out to the peasants) is unjust and therefore it must be corrected; farming land should
be allocated according to the capability to husband it; factories will be cooperative; trade
will be controlled by the state. Nevertheless, the early theoreticians of the Ba’th went to
great pains to stress that Ba’th socialism is not equivalent to cosmopolitan Communism and
antinationalist Marxism; the Arabs are to be united not only in the denial of “sectarianism”
or “communalism” within Arab society (rejection of any national distinction between Mus-
lims, Alawites, Christians, etc.), but also in the absence of any contrast between the “working
class” and any other. Other prominent aspects of Ba’th socialism which are highlighted by
the Syrian regime include “modernism,” equality, and women’s rights.?!

The main focus of the Ba’th ideology, however, was and remains “Arab Nationalism.”
Because Ba’th ideology was “Pan-Arab” in essence, it saw local patriotism as an aberration
caused by the colonialist division of the Arab world. Syrian patriotism therefore was to
be submersed into a wider Arab patriotism. The ideological precedence accorded to the
Syria’s “Arabism” as opposed to its “Syrian” character is expressed in the very name of
the country: The Arab (!) Syrian Republic (al-Jumhuriyya al-‘Arabiya al-Suriyya). This
priority is even more accentuated in the complete absence of the name of Syria from the
name of the ruling party. The party itself is “The Arab Socialist Ba’th Party” (Hizb al-Ba’th
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al-‘Arabi al-Ishtiraki) and the Syrian branch is simply “The Syrian Region” (al-qutr al-
suri). Based as it is on “Arab identity” and on the heterodox Alawite sect, the Syrian Ba’th
ideology is uneasy with slogans of a wider “Islamic Nation.”*

The attitude of the Ba’th to Islam is complex. Islam is viewed as an instrument for
providing legitimacy to the regime, but rejected as a core identity in lieu of the Arab one.
This is expressed in the efforts that the regime invested in achieving Islamic legitimacy
for the Alawites>?; demonstrated observance by Hafez al-Asadof orthodox Islamic rituals
such as the lesser pilgrimage (‘umrah, the pilgrimage to Mecca not in the haj season) to
Mecca; participation in prayers in Sunni mosques and fasting during Ramadan; promotion
of Islamic culture such as Qur’an reading and building of mosques; and the use of Islamic
terminology to mobilize public support of the leader.

At the same time, the Ba’th regime clearly distanced itself from a populist radical inter-
pretation of Islam. Obviously, the option of aligning with the radical Muslim Brotherhood
was never an option, since the fundamentalist movement would never accept an Alawite
as a bona fide Muslim. The party position on Islamic issues attempted to reconcile the
political need for Islamic legitimacy on one hand with its secular ideology, the impractical-
ity of an Alawite leader representing the orthodox Islamic mores, and the leader’s secular
and modernist bent on the other hand. The result is a unique Syrian Ba’th interpretation
of Islam tailored to legitimize a non-Sunni leader of a Sunni state and to delegitimize the
radical Islamist opposition. Hafez al-Asad is quoted in an official Ba’th text as supporting
a “universalistic” interpretation of religion:

Even if we disagree about the road that leads to Allah, the important thing is
(that this is) Allah and that we all worship him. It is not the right of anyone
to impose on the others his path to Allah... Allah is for all and he regards all
men as equal .. .every human is free how he prays, how he worships and how
he sees Allah.>*

This message is transmitted in numerous quotes of Hafez al-Asad and in official propa-
ganda channels.® On the practical level, the Ba’th regime gave full support to the moderate
messages of the Sufi-oriented Chief Mufti of Damascus, Sheikh Ahmad Kufataru, who
founded with the blessing of the regime the Abu al-Nour Foundation that preaches a mod-
ernist ecumenical Islam.3® The very fact that the official declarations of allegiance of the
party and the regime do not open with the traditional bismallah, but make use of ambiguous
and ecumenical terms such as Allah al-‘Azim (Great God), al-ta’ala (the Almighty) and so
forth, is also indicative of this tendency.’’

The Regime of Bashar al-Asad

Bashar Al-Asad

Over six years after his death, the legacy of Hafez al-Asad is still clearly evident in the
structure and workings of the regime he founded. The elements of his regime—the Asad
family, the “old guard” of military officers and party bureaucrats, the checks and balances of
the various security services, the role of the Alawite community, and the involvement of the
portions of the Sunni elite—all remain in place. Moreover, the basic political orientation
and values of Hafez al-Asad remain a potent legacy to which Bashar al-Asad is bound,
both as his father’s son and as the successor who cannot allow himself to squander the
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“achievements” of the regime and alienate the elite. There are, however, also fundamental
differences. Over the decades, the regime’s apparatus served more as an instrument for the
implementation of policy than a mechanism for policy formation. Under Bashar, however,
this apparatus has taken an increasingly pivotal role in the formulation of decisions.

Bashar al-Asad ascended to the office of President of Syria upon the death of his father
in June 2000 at the age of 35, after six years of grooming after the death of his father’s
preferred successor, his brother Basil, in a car accident. While there is little comparison in
Syrian political circles between Bashar and his late brother, he is constantly being appraised
with reference to his father’s shadow. Hafez al-Asad was perceived as a leader with a clear
sense of history and strategy, who calculated his moves and their consequences years and
decades ahead. The most devoted Asad watchers cannot remember a decision on his part
that was taken impulsively or without careful assessment, calculation, and preparation for
the long-range implications. It is mainly in this trait that Bashar is found wanting. His
reactions to pressure both from within the regime and from the international community are
often seen as rash and “tactical.” He is seen by many as more impulsive than his risk-averse
father, and, at the same time, more insular due to his lack of hands-on political experience,
merely aiming to survive and without any clear strategic concept.*®

Despite his image as a young and Westernized individual, Bashar’s assimilation of
Western ideas could not have been very deep. He attended Syrian schools in the early
days of the Ba’th regime. A perfunctory reading of the textbooks from which Bashar most
probably gleaned his knowledge of history, international relations, and regional politics
shows a two-dimensional world composed of the brave and noble Arabs and evil and
conspiratorial colonial powers and Jews. When he came to the United Kingdom it was to
specialize in ophthalmology. His courses did not provide insights into Western concepts
of philosophy, government, or international relations, and his study load made interaction
with local culture sparse. In any case, to the extent that he was exposed to Western thought,
it was when he was already an adult, with preshaped political ideals and values.

Before the death of his brother, Bashar was little known to the Syrian public. He was
not the object of the personality cult that was cultivated around Hafez al-Asad and his heir
apparent, Basil. The fact that he was not even provided nominal military training before
being sent to gain a higher education as a medical doctor (the profession that his father
had aspired to but abandoned in favor of a military career) was also indicative of his being
prepared for a life of obscurity and not expected to play even a minor role in the regime
(in contrast to monarchies like Jordan, in which all sons and daughters of the royal family
are groomed in one way or another for royal functions). It is a moot question whether his
personality was the cause or the result of his being distanced from public office.

Some observers note that Bashar’s profound need to prove that he is worthy to fill the
shoes of his father is linked both to the fact that he was his father’s second choice and
to his own rather distant relationship with his father. In contrast to his two elder siblings,
Bushra and Basil—who had for some time a father who had not yet been recognized as a
national icon and mythological figure—Bashar was born on 11 September 1965. When he
was five years old, his father was already president of Syria. Indeed, when Bashar mentions
his father in public, or frequently even in private, he does not refer to him as “my father,”
but as President Hafez al-Asad.

Until assuming the office of president, the only formal position Bashar al-Asad held
was chairman of the Syrian Computer Society.® Nevertheless, he began to wield a degree
of informal power under the watchful eyes of his father’s advisors. The Syrian propaganda
machine projected an image of Bashar as a modest, unassuming, introverted intellectual,
gentle, and polite, a hard worker who avoided the special attention and privileges that
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naturally come with the status of the president’s son, and a lover of technology and scientific
progress.

Bashar inherited Syria from his father along with the structure of the regime and the
singular role of the president within it. In this context, he also inherited the personality cult,
with appropriate adaptations to his age, background, personality, and education. Instead of
military imagery and allusions to heroes of the past, the cult of Bashar emphases his wide
education, modernism, and—most significantly—his role as the carrier of the legacy of his
father and personification of his last will. He has been poetically referred to as the “Lion Cub”
(aplay on the name Asad, which means “lion” in Arabic). Islamic allusions also have been
recruited to legitimize the succession. An article in the regime newspaper al-Thawra best
expressed this by addressing the late President, saying: ““You remain forever and Bashar, the
Hope, is your replacement (khalifah).”*° The use of the word khalifah (caliph) immediately
evokes allusions of the status of the Prophet Mohammad, whose successors had divine
authority as the “replacements” (caliphs) of the Apostle of God. Bashar’s “coronation” was
in fact reminiscent more of royal succession than of a presidential regime; the day before
his father’s death he had no official position either in the party or the state structure. His
succession had to be “legalized” by changing the constitution (clause 83 stipulated that the
minimum age for the president should be 40, while Bashar was at the time of succession
was only 34 years old) and by a “referendum.”

The young president is portrayed in the Syrian media as representing the continuity
and stability that Hafez al-Asad gave to the Syrian people; enjoying a strong international
status; being loved by the Syrian people; strong and decisive, not hesitating to act against
corruption, including by taking on the strongest of Syria’s elite; and combining in his
personality both the inherited wisdom and political acumen of his father (who held Syria
together and granted it stability) and the zest and modernity of youth.*! These motifs are
part of the daily propaganda fare that the Syrian citizen receives as part of the burgeoning
personality cult of the new president. Upon his election, Bashar was reputed to have issued
orders to put a halt to the more sycophantic expressions. No significant change can be
identified, though.

This attempt to pass on the cult of adulation of Hafez al-Asad to his son-successor has
not been smooth. The underlying reasons for the acceptance of that cult—awe and fear of a
president who had achieved domestic deterrence by actually using his oppressive power—
are either nonexistent or considerably weaker in the case of Bashar than was the case with
his father. While the instruments of oppression did not disappear upon Bashar’s accession,
their deterrence was weakened by the new president’s bid for “openness” and clemency.
The changes in the leadership of the security organizations (see below) also reduced their
intimidation of the public.

Bashar’s stature as president in the eyes of the Syrian public— and more significantly
in the eyes of the mainstays of the regime—is handicapped by factors inherent in the process
that brought him to power: (1) his arrival at power not by his own manipulation of power
within the regime but by the will of his dead father (in a country in which all previous leaders
since independence have come to power by coups of one sort or another); (2) the fact that
he was not his father’s original choice for succession; (3) the relatively limited—in time
and scope—period of political apprenticeship, particularly the lack of real military training
or experience; (4) the presence within the regime of a formidable “old guard” which, by
virtue of having been privy to the wills and ways of the late father and president for a longer
period than Bashar himself had, wields “moral weight.”

Along with all the above, as in any case in which a leader who ruled for decades is
succeeded by a younger successor, the comparison favors the former. On the other hand,
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Bashar al-Asad enjoys one great advantage, the lack of an alternative either for the elite
or for the opposition. This can be encapsulated in the saying that was heard in Damascus
after his appointment: “ma fi gheiru” (there is nobody else).*> Rather than attempting to
disprove this image, Bashar makes full use of it, sending messages out to the world that any
alternative to him would be worse.

Bashar’s lack of practical political experience makes it difficult to draw a comprehen-
sive picture of his political modus operandi and makes him something of an enigma for
political analysts. Bashar’s main activities since he was appointed as heir apparent were in
the Lebanese theater, where he was responsible for contacts with the Lebanese factions.
However, it is difficult to appraise his own political style and impulses from Syria’s poli-
cies in Lebanon during that period; he was always under the tutelage of members of the
“old guard” (Ghazi Kana’an, ‘Abd al-Halim Khadam, Rustum Ghazali) who had wide ex-
perience in the Lebanese arena. In any case, the ultimate decisions were made by Hafez
al-Asad and, in those cases in which Bashar had been directly involved, there was little to
differentiate his decision making from that of his mentors. In none of these cases have spe-
cific decisions been attributed to Bashar alone or to his overruling of others. An interesting
case in point is Bashar’s involvement in the crackdown on the last stronghold of his uncle,
Rifaat al-Asad, in Latakiya in October 1999 and the arrest of a large number of Rifaat’s
supporters. The crackdown was viewed as particularly ruthless, as it was against members
of the Asad clan in an Alawite city and a message regarding Bashar’s ability to wield force if
necessary.

Bashar has never been directly involved in war. His military training was limited or
even fictitious (a crash course as a tank commander and commission as captain in 1994, and
a swift rise in rank to major in 1995, lieutenant colonel in 1997, full colonel in 1997 and
lieutenant general and field marshal in June 2000). This lack of personal experience reflects
not only on his ability to direct military operations but on the extent of his aversion to acts
that may deteriorate to war. While his father was considered to be a master of brinkmanship,
he was, in the final analysis, a cautious leader. This was, to a great extent, due to his having
met up with the realities of defeat in war both as commander of the Air Force in 1967 and
as president in 1973 and 1982. Bashar’s fast-track military training since Basil’s death in
1994 did not provide him with a real understanding of military and strategic matters, and he
relies on his circle of advisors. Consequently, whereas his father’s strategic behavior was,
for the most part, the result of his own decisions and strategic thinking, Bashar’s decisions
depend heavily on the advice he has been given.

Many accounts point out Bashar’s well-cultivated and soft-spoken—almost self-
effacing and ingratiating—manner in his meetings with foreigners. A major strand in almost
all these interactions is Bashar’s attempt to convey the impression that he is not a dicta-
tor and to obtain his listener’s sympathy for his domestic obstacles and patience with his
genuine efforts to reform Syria. This strand is absent from his meetings with Syrians and
Lebanese. The “Dr. Bashar” image projected to foreigners contrasts sharply with narratives
of “Mr. President” al-Asad’s behavior in meetings with Syrians and Lebanese. One telling
account is about the last meeting (24 August 2004) between Bashar and former Lebanese
Prime Minister Rafiq al-Hariri. According to al-Hariri’s nonpublic account immediately
after the meeting, Bashar “blew up” and behaved like a prosecutor in a trial; he fired one
accusation after another at al-Hariri, accusing him of serving Israel and sabotaging Syrian
interests and threatening him directly.*? Hariri reportedly said that Assad told him, “This is
not about Emile Lahhoud, it is about Bashar al-Assad.” He also threatened that if Jumblatt
had Druze in Lebanon, then he had Druze in Syria and that he was “ready to do anything”
to get his way in Lebanon.
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Similar behavior on the part of Bashar has been recorded in his interactions with other
Syrians and Lebanese. One explanation proposed is that Bashar treats foreigners over whom
he has no power with deference but allows himself to intimidate those over whom he has
power—Syrians and Lebanese.

One facet of Bashar’s personal behavior that came as a surprise to many has been
what seems to be an unabashed admiration of the personality of the leader of the Lebanese
Hezbollah, Hasan Nassrallah. The outward signs of this attitude are Bashar’s willingness
to invite Nassrallah to the presidential palace and even to allow Hezbollah fighters to
march on special occasions in Latakiya. This openness to the leader of a Lebanese faction
diverges fundamentally from Hafez al-Asad’s policy of keeping the Lebanese factions at
arms length and allowing the security bureaucracy to deal with them. There is, of course, no
authoritative explanation for Bashar’s seeming fascination with the Shi’ite leader; however,
some observers have attributed it to a psychological need for a charismatic and authoritative
role model in lieu of his father. Others have noted that for Bashar, who is acutely aware of his
leadership deficiencies, became an admirer of a man who has the very leadership traits that
he lacks. This admiration—almost adulation—of Hasan Nassrallah has intensified since
the last Isracli-Lebanese war in July—August 2006; Bashar’s speeches increasingly bear the
imprint of the arguments and rhetoric of Hezbollah and Iran and Bashar’s commitment to
his alliance with Nassrallah has grown. The question may be raised as to what extent, under
these psychological conditions, the patron-proxy relationship between Syria and Hezbollah
has not been reversed.

Bashar as a “Reformer”

A major question frequently raised with regard to Bashar Asad is his commitment to
reform—or at least to change—in the Syrian political system. The prevalent perception
both within Syria and in the West upon Bashar’s rise to the presidency had been that he
could be expected to initiate a process of political and economic liberalization.

There is no consensus among observers regarding the commitment of Bashar al-Asad to
political reform. Some have described Bashar as a “restrained reformer” whose interactions
with the Western world has convinced him that only political and economic reform can
guarantee the survival of the regime.** According to this view, he is genuinely conscious of
Syria’s image in the West and the need to integrate into the global economy and the global
culture, and is aware that this can not be done without some degree of liberalization. This
view is supported by Bashar’s credentials as a reformer, which began to evolve shortly after
his return from London and his selection as heir apparent, when he led, during the second
half of the 1990s, an “anticorruption” campaign. Bashar’s youth, technophile proclivities
and education in the UK, and medical profession were presumed to have opened him up
to the West. Even his marriage to a British-born woman with Western views on politics,
women’s rights, and other issues is widely interpreted as an indication of his reformist lean-
ings. Various statements he himself had made, including remarks in his inaugural address
regarding democratic thinking and tolerance of political differences, fed expectations that
he would promote political reform and liberalization.

Bashar contributed to this impression by a number of steps he took upon his ascendance
to power that seemed to show his awareness of the expectations of the Syrian public and
desire to meet those expectations. These included freeing political prisoners who had been
held for years without due process of law, permitting Syrians who had left the country to
return, a bid to draw wealthy expatriates, and liberalizing access to foreign media (particu-
larly through satellite dishes). Realizing that the rampant corruption within the regime was
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a major cause for disaffection, he focused on anticorruption campaigns and opening the
door to constructive criticism of the shortcomings of the regime bureaucracy.

All these steps were accompanied by a sweeping rejuvenation of the military, security,
and party apparatuses and steps to guarantee the satisfaction of the bureaucracy.*> The
“stability,” or stagnancy, of the military and security apparatuses came to an end even
before Hafez al-Asad’s death. Some of the old guard were not favorably disposed towards
the president’s plans for crowning his son, either out of principle, personal ambition or due
to strained relations with Bashar or some of his confidantes. Hafez al-Asad began moving
some of these figures aside even before his death. The fact that many of them were already
septuagenarians facilitated this process. Since Bashar came to power, this natural flow has
been renewed, though the top echelons of the military are still older than their counterparts
in other components of the regime and none are from Bashar’s own generation.*® This
policy created instability in key cardinal pillars the regime.

Since Bashar took power, the majority (over sixty percent) of the officials of the regime,
party, and local government and members of Parliament had been replaced by younger
figures. This was implemented primarily through imposed retirement of officials over the
age of sixty. This turnover stood in stark contrast to the three decades of stagnant stability
under Hafez al-Asad. This process was particularly evident in the Ba’th party, where the
majority of representatives to the Tenth Party Congress were new faces.

Bashar’s detractors, however, point out that these changes were aimed more at ap-
pointing people who would owe their positions to Bashar than at facilitating real reform by
rejuvenation of the regime. The new appointees were not people from outside the ancien
régime, but younger members of the regime who had had climbed the ladders of the hier-
archy but been blocked by the lack of mobility at the top. Bashar also projected a genuine
desire for governmental reform. Unlike his father, who saw the economy as secondary to
national political goals, Bashar subscribes to an “economo-centric” view of politics. He
recognizes the priority of modernizing Syria’s economy and is aware that to do so he must
gain the goodwill of the West. This entails creating a functional bureaucracy to replace of
the feudal system that thrived under his father. It also is notable that Bashar actually “in-
herited” the modernization and anticorruption agenda from his late brother Basil, who had
also promoted it when he had been “heir apparent” and had recycled methods used by their
father to crack down on Rifa’t al-Asad in the early 1980s. The campaign was engineered to
strengthen Bashar’s public standing by identifying him with a populist issue, but at no stage
in his prepresidential career nor since he has become president has he risked confrontation
with the inner circle of the regime in order to fight corruption. Those who were accused
of corruption were no more nor less corrupt than others whose status in the regime have
precluded action against them (such as ‘Abd al-Halim Khaddam, Ghazi Kana’an, Maher
al-Asad, Asef Shawkat and others).

Bashar has also gone on record formally as supporting a “democratization process”
in Syria and frequently has mentioned 2007 elections as key to the next major stage in
this process. Bashar’s accession therefore raised expectations both inside Syria and in the
international community for a “white revolution” of democratization and liberalization in
the country. Once the intelligentsia felt that there was a chink in the ideological uniformity
of the regime and that the regime had lost its will, undercurrents of diversity came to the
fore. This gave birth to what was popularly known as the “Damascus Spring” of 2001—
an outburst of the hitherto suppressed intellectual and civil-society circles, particularly in
Damascus, and the founding of a large number of “clubs” for political debate.

However, there are indications that Bashar’s concept of “Syrian democracy” lacks
many of the essential elements of the Western paradigm of democracy. Bashar’s “Syrian
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democracy” must be founded on Syrian history, culture and “personality.” In Bashar’s eyes,
“Freedom and democracy are only instruments, just like stability. The goal is progress and
growth.”*” Along with this definition of the “proactive” goal of the regime, the “defensive”
goal is preservation of “unity” and “stability.” Popular participation is manifested in the
involvement of the people in promoting the country’s growth according to the plans of the
regime, not in defining the very identity or nature of the regime. The instruments for popular
participation are the same ones that the regime has used for decades for effecting social
control.

Syria, according to Bashar, is much too fragile for “instant democracy”; opening the
door wide for freedom of speech is tantamount to permitting intercommunal conflict and
chaos. Since the “unity” and “cohesion” of the people and the stability of the nation are the
loftiest of national values and goals, the charge against members of the opposition is that they
impinge on these very values in the service of foreign enemies of Syria. Western sponsorship
of a Syrian “civil society” is presented as an attempt to replace the indigenous Syrian “civil
society,” based on government-regulated clubs and charities and tribal institutions, with
a foreign concept. The result of such chaos will not be the victory of liberal forces that
the West is trying to sponsor, but of radical Islamic forces that are lying in wait to take
advantage of a breakdown of the regime. The cases of Algeria since the early 1990s and the
civil war in Lebanon and Iraq after the fall of the Ba’th regime are cited to prove the folly
of uncontrolled democratization. In many of his meetings with western representatives, he
hints at a period of 3-5 years needed to “prepare” Syria for democracy and asks for the
West to be forbearing with him, not to pressure him for reforms and to allow him to make
progress toward democracy at a pace that suits the social and economic make-up of Syria.

The “Damascus Spring” came to an end after less than a year. It was followed by “The
Damascus Winter” of January 2002, with the arrest of Syrian intellectuals and parliamentary
backbenchers. The nature of the renewed suppression, however, was different from that
which Syria knew in the past; instead of summary arrests and disappearances of dissidents,
the regime initiated public trials, albeit with forged evidence and predetermined verdicts,
but open and with ostensible legal defense and media cover. In doing so it appears that the
regime felt that it could ward off some of the international criticism of its actions.

The emphasis on institutionalized repression, as opposed to the more arbitrary use
of force that Syria was accustomed to, was also manifested in Bashar’s “anticorruption”
campaign. Officials who had fallen from grace were accused of corruption.*® Some were
made an example of through “due process,” while others were accused through leaks to the
Lebanese press,*® but none were either summarily executed or surreptitiously incarcerated.

The crackdown on civil society was accompanied by a declared “reactivation” of the
Ba’th party; members of the regional command council were sent to mobilize support for
the regime’s actions. Bashar’s reactivation of the party as a central instrument for achieving
legitimacy reflects his need to augment his legitimacy. Unlike his father, Bashar relies
on the party and needs to coopt it. Moreover, the party plays an important role in Bashar’s
sociopolitical worldview; he perceives it as occupying the societal space that the civil-society
movement claims for itself. Therefore, revitalization of the party is not a mere propaganda
ploy but an attempt to replace the civil-society movement with a government-controlled
“civil society.”

While the role of Bashar in initiating the reform process is not debated, his role in the
decision to put a halt to it is. Analysts sympathetic to Bashar and his reformist credentials
have interpreted the regime’s abrupt halt of the liberalization process as occurring for various
reasons. The main explanations include: (1) pressures on the president from the “old guard”
and the Ba’th party, who feared a Gorbachev syndrome and demanded an immediate halt
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to the growing threat. Some analysts refer to “ultimatums” that the “old guard” issued to
the new president; (2) unilateral and unauthorized action on the part of the security forces,
which forced a fait accompli on the president without first obtaining his acquiescence,
(3) Bashar himself initiating steps against the reformists in order to ingratiate himself with
the “old guard,” hoping to win its support and consolidate his power and then implement
further reforms, (4) and the rise of Ariel Sharon to power in Israel, which strengthened the
hardliners in Damascus, which who Bashar then had to accommodate them.

All these versions, though, do not do justice to Bashar’s own vested interest in the
survival and continuity of the regime in its existing form. An alternative version which has
become more and more accepted by most Syria watchers and the opposition inside Syria is
as follows: (1) Bashar believed he could open the door to incremental reforms and did not
expect the groundswell of demands for full civil liberties. Bashar had understood the need
for instruments of political expression as a means for “letting off steam,” but not as a form of
popular participation in government. Neither Bashar nor the rest of the elite were prepared for
the rapid spread of demands for increasing freedom and the growing willingness to criticize
the regime, enabled by breaking of the “Complex of Fear.” (2) The crackdown reflected
Bashar’s core beliefs that the direction that civil society took was incompatible with the
vital interests of the regime and its survival. (3) The revitalization of the party at this stage
also is commensurate with Bashar’s own statements that the public desire for participation,
which was manifested in the breakout of the civil-society movement, could be satisfied
by adjustments in the political structure of the Ba’th party and the PNF. (4) The attempts
to create a semblance of due process of law in arrests and indictment of oppositionist
figures does not represent an acceptance of the principle of separation of branches of
government, but rather a shift from openly arbitrary authoritarianism to institutionalized
authoritarianism. (5) The slogans of the Bashar al-Asad period in Syria, “change within the
framework of continuity” and “reform and development,’—are indicative of these domestic
priorities.

One of the arguments in favor of Bashar’s reformist image is the fact that he is considered
a technophile; even before his appointment as president, Bashar was touted as a member
of the “internet generation” of leaders that had arisen in the Arab world, such as Kings
Mohammad VI of Morocco and Abdallah II of Jordan. The use of his medical title (Dr.
Bashar al-Asad) in public statements and the allusions to expectation of change in the
personality cult (Bashar’s pictures were captioned “the hope” and “the future”) also lends
itself to the notion that he is a new brand of leader. His Western education and affection
for computer technology created the impression that he would promote modernization of
Syria on all levels—political, technological, and economic. This expectation that Bashar’s
technophile tendencies inexorably would lead him to political openness and liberalization
also seems to have been a chimera. Bashar is definitely a technophile on the personal level
but he by no means is a proponent of the free and anarchistic culture represented by the
Internet revolution. Technology seems to be, for Bashar, a two-edged sword. He regards it
as necessary for Syria to develop itself and win a place in the modern world. But, at the
same time, according to Bashar,

ahuge influx of information and ideas made possible by the communications and
IT revolution. . . has made room for theories and projects, as well as lifestyles
which have overwhelmed Arabs and threatened their existence and cultural
identity, and has increased the doubts and scepticism in the mind of young Arabs.
The forces behind these events have created an illusory virtual reality . .. which
drives us in a direction identified by others. ... This leads in the end to the



374

S. Bar

cultural, political and moral collapse of the Arab individual and his ultimate
defeat even without a fight.°

The general impression from the above analysis and from various statements by Bashar
al-Asad—both public and private—is that he is not a “closet reformer” held hostage in
the hands of an “old guard,” but views political liberalization (as opposed to economic
“opening”) as foreign, if not an existential threat to the regime. The reasons for this analysis
include the following:

First of all, the oft-invoked argument that Bashar is captive in the hands of an “old
guard” loses its credibility as time goes on and Bashar has strengthened his grip.
During the last five years, the “old guard” that had served Hafez al-Asad has been all
but eliminated from key positions of authority and its ability to influence of pressure
the president has been greatly reduced.

There is no doubt, even among those who see Bashar as a reformer, that, like his
father, Bashar’s strategic goal is the survival of the regime. There are no signs that he
sees himself as the “receiver” of the regime in the historic process of its dismantling or
that he desires to play the role of a Syrian Juan Carlos or Gorbachev. Bashar’s concept
of liberalization is borrowed from the Chinese reforms or the Egyptian infitah under
Sadat in the 1970s and not from the Soviet Glasnost under Gorbachev. Hence, his
drive for liberalization remains qualified by his acceptance of the overriding priority
of regime survival.

Bashar also remains true—at least on the rhetoric level—to the ideal of Arab nation-
alism. It seems that this is not merely a vestige of an obsolete strategic worldview
or a demonstration of filial fidelity to the father’s vision, but is a means for creating
a semblance of domestic cohesiveness and common identity in a society divided by
local interests and communal identities.

Decision Making under Bashar

The model of hypercentralist decision making that characterized the regime of Hafez al-
Asad faded with Bashar’s rise to power for various reasons:

The “gang” surrounding the president did not have the same status with Bashar as
with his father. Bashar naturally felt the need for alternative channels of information
and advisors who were more attuned to his world view.

The “fading away” of the “old guard” in Bashar’s regime and the integration of
younger technocrats has changed some of the bureaucratic psychology in the party
and opened the door for more internal debate.

Bashar’s ability to rely on the military and the mokhabarat is considerably less than
his father’s and his tendency to accord the party a more central role as a power base
has altered the relationship between the party and the president. More than in the
past, the party has become a natural platform to influence the leader.

On the other hand—and to a certain extent in contradiction to the enhanced status of
the party—Bashar’s tendency to surround himself with nonparty member technocrats
and Western-educated academicians has weakened the exclusivity of the party.
Bashar clearly has neither the ability nor the proclivity of his father for multitasking,
and micromanaging, and obviously prefers the delegation of authority. In many areas,
Bashar is reported to preside over “consultations” with experts on various matters and
is said to be willing to listen to opinions and advice on various issues, and not only
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from the person whose “portfolio” the subject belongs to.’! Furthermore, the result
of these “consultations” under Bashar tends to be the adoption of a consensus. This
willingness to listen to different opinions seems to encourage competition among the
elite for the ear of the president. This, too, strengthens those relatively new but now
senior figures in the party who can manufacture a group consensus. In cases in which
these officials also have executive powers delegated to them, they find themselves
operating in the terra incognita of a decentralized regime and allow themselves to
take actions that their predecessors would not have dared to contemplate in the days
of the senior Asad.

¢ In the Hafez al-Asad era, the various organs of the regime carried out the president’s
orders out of a combination of personal loyalty, fear, deference to the wisdom of
his decisions, and faith in the stability of the existing order. These components are
considerably lower in regard to Bashar. The operational hierarchy does not owe him
the same loyalty that his father’s “gang” did and he lacks the aura of personal au-
thority that makes subordinates obey orders even when they do not really understand
them. The faith in the future of the regime and the existing order has diminished
greatly.

With the fading of the old guard in Bashar’s regime and the integration of younger
technocrats, some of the bureaucratic psychology in the regime has changed and opened the
door for more internal debate. However, while the inner circle has changed, the “intelligence
culture” of the Syrian has not. Therefore, while Bashar has expressed his belief that Syria
needs to revamp its bureaucracy, he has taken no steps to create an autonomous national
security mechanism. At the same time, none of the present heads of the security or military
apparatuses have relations with Bashar that come close to the intimacy that his father had
with his confidantes. The turnover of senior officials in key positions is indicative of this
situation. Unlike his father, Bashar has no personal relationship with most of his advisors.
This limits the influence of many of these advisors on the President at any given time or on
any specific issue.

As a result, Bashar’s capability to implement his decisions—such as they are—is
considerably less than his father had. According to one count, by the end of 2003 Bashar had
personally issued as president no less than 1900 decrees, laws, and administrative orders;
most have been ignored or blocked by the Ba’th party bureaucracy. Examples include
Bashar’s decree (June 2003) to grant individual amnesty to exiled oppositionists, which
remained a dead letter, blocked by the Mukhabarat; and Decision 408, mentioned above,
which calls for separation of the party apparatus from that of the state, and which had no
real impact. If anything, the role of the party apparatus in running the state has grown,
and the decision to return lands that were expropriated in the agrarian reforms of the early
days of the Ba’th regime were blocked by the party (to whose members the lands had been
transferred).

It is noteworthy that among Bashar’s younger civilian advisors and top Ba’th figures in
the Regional Command, there are no conspicuous experts on international affairs or strategy.
This remains the fiefdom of the military establishment. Nevertheless, the changes in Syria’s
strategic posture from the late president’s circumspect brinkmanship and tendency to hedge
his bets when having to rely on other Arab (or any other) allies to Bashar’s embracing of
Iraq, Iran, and Hezbollah as Syria’s “strategic hinterland” indicates influences other than
those of the old guard.

Five years after Bashar came to power, the “generation factor’” has become less pivotal.
The incumbent leadership and bureaucracy is, for the most part, appointed by Bashar and,
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except for those with family, economic or tribal power bases of their own, beholden to him
for their status. But even the relatively independent status of these “oligarchs” is regime
dependent. Unlike many of the “oligarchs” of the former Soviet Union (and the present
Russian leadership), who had metamorphosed from Soviet nomenklatura to post-Soviet
leaders and oligarchs, the Syrian elite is well aware that in case of regime change “‘a la
Middle East,” they stand little chance of surviving as an elite (or even surviving physically),
either collectively or individually. This understanding underlines the sense of “hang together
or hang separately” within the regime.

The ostensibly objective factors of resources (economy) and geopolitics are interpreted
differently by various figures in the elite and these differences have a bearing on the entire
decision-making process. Many of the elite see a healthier economy as a sine qua non for
regime resilience and survival and therefore call for economic reforms. Others point out
that Syria muddled through the entire Hafez al-Asad era with a sick economy, subordinating
economic considerations to those of regional politics (to achieve a strong regional status
for Syria), domestic control, and elite cohesion (by providing economic perquisites to the
elite and denying them to the general public).

The predominance of regional politics also is debated. While some see Syrian regional
relevance as a necessary condition for creating regional and international interest in the
survival of the regime, others claim that Syria’s regional involvement (in Lebanon, and Iraq,
and with the Palestinians) is actually counterproductive to the survival of the regime. The
price of Syria’s support for Palestinian terrorism, Lebanese instability and Iraqi insurgency,
they claim, far outweighs their benefits as tools for maintaining Syria’s regional status.
It appears that this debate is integrated into the day-to-day decision-making process in
Damascus.

As a result, the “reading” of communications arriving from foreign powers (includ-
ing the U.S.) is deeply colored by the composition of the people advising Bashar when
the communication is dealt with. While the Syrian ambassadors in Washington and Lon-
don are Bashar’s appointees, there is little indication that their reporting or advice carries
enough weight to counterbalance the combined advice of the people surrounding Bashar
in Damascus.’?> The regime’s incompetence in reading strategic conditions was manifested
in its behavior toward the Mehlis report.>® There is no doubt that during the process of
the Mehlis inquiry, the regime saw it and UNSC 1559 as no more than ploys for putting
pressure on Syria. It did not understand that it was incrementally losing its legitimacy and
allowing the U.S. to set the stage for even harsher sanctions.

Bashar, however, has retained one trait of his father’s policies: an aversion to direct
military confrontation with Israel. This aversion was amply demonstrated when escalation
between Israel and Hezbollah in the Har Dov/Shab’a area® between the Golan Heights
and Lebanon threatened to spill over into an Israeli-Syrian confrontation. Each time that
possibility appeared, Asad took care not to respond, even to Israeli bombing of Syrian
military sites and a Palestinian training camp near Damascus.

Decision making, of course, is only a point on a vector beginning with collection and
analysis of information regarding important issues and ending in implementation of the
decisions. The process under Bashar is weak not only in the first stage (collecting correct
information) and in the decision making itself (weighing contingencies and consequences,
hedging risks, and mapping courses) but also in the implementation of decisions.

Hafez al-Asad was probably best known for his tough negotiating tactics—long hours
of meetings without any breaks, filibuster monologues on the history of the region, and
refusal to speak any language other than Arabic. He was, however, also known for his
reliability once an agreement was concluded.



Bashar’s Syria 377

To what extent can the negotiation style of Hafez al-Asad be attributed to cultural or
national values and therefore be expected in Bashar’s regime or in future Syrian regimes?
It appears that what has come to be known as “Syrian negotiation techniques” (mainly
in negotiations between Syria and Israel via the American conduit) were quintessentially
those of Hafez al-Asad. Unlike cases such as Iran, Japan, China, and the U.S., where certain
negotiation styles can be attributed to cultural characteristics and values, this does not seem
tenable in the Syrian case. Hafez al-Asad brought to his negotiation style the personal
background of a military officer from a minority community with a culture of defensive
secrecy. He had fought his way up, had betrayed, and had been betrayed and had honed his
style over decades. Bashar has none of these factors in his background.

Bashar has been involved in too few negotiations with the outside world since he came
to power to construct a reliable picture of his negotiation style or even indicate that he would
have a personal involvement of the sort his father had in Syrian negotiations with foreign
parties. This is not necessarily because the opportunity has not arisen, but rather because
Bashar is hesitant to place himself in a position that would force him to take strategic
decisions. This is particularly a problem since the long rule of Hafez al-Asad left his son
with no other model for negotiation.

In those few cases in which Bashar has been involved in negotiation, a number of traits
have come to light:

* Bashar is said to be well briefed before meetings with foreign representatives. How-
ever, he seems to have less of a capacity than his father to make use of these details.
A case in point is the confrontation with the U.S. over the pumping of Iraqi oil in
the Syrian pipeline.

* Bashar does not negotiate or take decisions alone, he depends on his team and defers
to them. He has a distinct need to merge with the consensus of his advisors. But
unlike his father, his counselors change both according to the issue discussed and
frequently by chance. The dynamics between these advisors therefore is a constant
struggle for the ear of the president. The absence of coherent schools of policy among
the advisors and the predominance of personal considerations among the advisors
may contribute to what seems to be an erratic decision-making process under Bashar.
His lack of self-confidence almost precludes his overruling of impasses created by
his lieutenants.

¢ Bashar tends to make liberal use of his apparent weak position. In messages through
back channels and even in direct meetings he points out that he is not in total control
(in his words: “not a dictator”’) and is constrained by the mentality of the “old guard”
and the “structure” of the regime. Such a resort to apologetics would never have been
used by his predecessor and is rather reminiscent of the explanations/excuses that
Yasser Arafat was accustomed to make to justify his lack of complete control.

A possible window into the negotiation style of the Bashar al-Asad regime is the EU-
Syria negotiations over an association agreement in the context of the Barcelona process
with the EU. Syria participated in the Barcelona Conference in 1995 and in the Barcelona
Declaration. The Framework Convention necessary for starting the implementation of
cooperation under the MEDA programme was only signed in 2000. Negotiations for an As-
sociation Agreement, the second main pillar of the EU-Mediterranean partnership, started
in 1998, but little progress was made in the first four years. At the end of 2001, progress
was made. Since then, progress in the negotiations and in related economic and legal re-
forms has been made by the government under Prime Minister Al-Otari, which took over
in September 2003. In December 2003 an understanding was reached on all issues except
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the provisions for nonproliferation of WMD. Finally, an agreement on the text for such
provisions was agreed upon in September 2004 and negotiators from the commission and
the Syrian Government initialled the texts of the agreement on 19 October 2004. The agree-
ment has since been submitted to the political authorities at both sides (the Council in the
EU case) for final approval and signature.>

The expedition of the negotiations with the EU was attributed by EU officials to the
government reshuffle in Damascus, which brought in reform-minded ministers at most
technical and sector ministries but moreover to Bashar’s personal “hands on” intervention in
the process, overruling the fossilized bureaucracy. The follow-up of the agreement, though,
is indicative of the real process. While Bashar apparently did make decisions that enabled
the signing of the agreement, he could not impose on a static and stagnant bureaucracy the
dynamism needed to solve the multitude of detailed sub-issues necessary to implement the
agreement. The Syrian economic bureaucracy had been trained to manage a static economy,
wherein most aspects of a free enterprise economy were forbidden except for a selected
few, regulated and usually in the exclusive hands of certain members of the nomenklatura.
Hence, the Syrian bureaucracy never had to develop the tools that exist in liberal states for
constant updating and adjustment of the minute details of taxes, levies, customs, export and
import agreements, and so forth.

Translated to the political realm, an ideological worldview that was no less static than
the economy and dictated from above (and by Hafez al-Asad’s desire to set Syria’s policy
personally) spared the bureaucracy the need to develop a decision-support mechanism
with tools for creative scenario building and presentation of alternatives that diverge from
the president’s directives. In Syrian negotiations with Israel, this was manifested in the
perception of Israeli negotiators that their Syrian interlocutors lacked the wide latitude that
they had and that attempts to propose “creative solutions” were an exercise in futility.

Syrian negotiating acumen has been put to the test in the wake of the Mehlis report
on the al-Hariri assassination. In an attempt to indicate Syrian willingness to cooperate
with the investigation, Bashar sent letters to members of the UN Security Council before
the discussion of the report. According to diplomats who reviewed the letters, there were
at least two slightly different versions of Asad’s letter, diplomats said. One version was
delivered to the United States, Britain, and France, and it included the sentence: “I have
declared that Syria is innocent of this crime, and I am ready to follow up action to bring to
trial any Syrian who could be proved by concrete evidence to have had connection with this
crime.” A second version omitting the pledge went to other Security Council members.>®
The difference between the two versions raises serious questions regarding the reasoning
behind it. It should have been obvious to any Syrian with experience in the UN that the
latter version would come to light and damage the credibility of the former.

Given the lack of trust between Syria and the U.S. administration, Syrian negotiating
tactics resort to back channels and attempts to influence the administration through public
opinion. One example is the letter sent on 5 October 2005 to Congresswoman Sue Kelly,
which reiterates the Syrian stance.’’ Syrian Deputy Prime Minister Daradari has stated that
there will be a number of political reforms in Syria regarding the parties law, the Kurdish
question, and political prisoners. Also, the decree (96 of 2005 issued on 28 October) on
the formation of an investigatory committee to “investigate any Syrian civilian or military
persons in all issues related to the mission of the independent international investigation
committee, formed in April by the UN Security Council resolution 1595,” to be headed by
the public prosecutor of the Republic of Syria and the membership of the military public
prosecutor and a judge nominated by the justice minster, should also be seen as an attempt
to play for time and to influence international public opinion.
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Family Power Bases under Bashar

Family power bases are arguably the most consistent characteristic of the patronage system.
Bashar al-Asad came to the presidency of Syria not because he was Bashar but because he
was al-Asad. There is no doubt that he is highly aware of the fact that he was chosen in order
to keep the family in power and is beholden to the family and the main pillars of power, not
only for his election but also for his continued rule. This commitment, however, is not mere
power politics: the nuclear al-Asad family is close-knit and the main constraint on Bashar’s
rule is the extended Asad family. These include, in the inner circle of the family:

1.

2.

Bashar’s mother Anisa Makhlouf, who is widely perceived as the “keeper of the seal”
of Hafez al-Asad’s legacy and of family cohesiveness.

Bashar’s elder sister Bushra, an assertive and domineering figure, and her husband, Asef
Shawkat, who are widely considered the most influential of the clan. The couple has even
been popularly dubbed “the royal couple.” Ironically, Asef is probably the most similar to
the late president in his political and security modus operandi. He is intelligent, low key,
and eschews military uniforms when not necessary, preferring expensive suits. He is self-
confident, businesslike and street-wise. Not having been born into the “first family,” or
even belonging to one of the more prominent Alawite families, he is perceived as being a
“self-made man,” who consolidated power with his own resources and his own levers and
ambitions. His performance as a young officer in suppressing the Muslim Brotherhood
rebellion in Northern Syria also contributes to his reputation for ruthlessness. Bushra is
viewed as an “iron lady,” the power behind both her brother, Bashar, and her husband.
Her stubborn character was manifested in her marriage—eloping with Asef without her
parents’ prior approval and forcing them to accept him. She is educated (she has a PhD)
and is widely considered the most appropriate to follow in the role of her father, were
she not a woman.

. Bashar’s younger brother. Maher is considered the most volatile, “thuggish,” and uncon-

trollable member of the family. He is a colonel in the Republican Guards and commands
the brigade stationed around Damascus.
Bashar’s younger brother, Majed, who is emotionally or mentally retarded.

The second circle of the family includes:

. The Makhluf family (Bashar’s mother’s family), including Adnan Makhluf and the sons

Rami and Thab, whose wealth is estimated at over $3 billion, with a hold over real estate,
banking, free trade zones along the Lebanese border, duty free shops, and Syriatel (the
mobile phone network). Rami Makhluf is said to be particularly close to Bushra and her
husband, as well as having common business dealings with Maher. A third member of
the family, Mohannad Makhluf, lives in the U.S.

. The Shaleesh family, including Gen. Dhu al-Himma (Zuheir) Shalish, Asef Isa Shaleesh,

the general manager of SES (which traded in arms with Iraq), first cousin of Bashar.
Maj. Gen. Dhu Himma Shaleesh (major shareholder in SES) heads an elite presidential
security group.

The al-Asad family is fractured along a number of fault lines:

® The split between Hafez al-Asad and his brothers Rif‘at and Jamil in the 1980s,
which has carried over to the second generation;
¢ The conflict between Maher al-Asad and his brother-in-law, Asef Shawkat;>®
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® The ups and downs in relations between the Makhlouf family and Maher al-Asad on
one hand, and the close relations between Bushra and Rami Makhlouf on the other;
and

¢ The “black sheep” of the family, Bashar’s second cousin Numeir al-Asad, who led a
gang in Latakiya and was arrested, and Mundher al-Asad, the son of Bashar’s uncle
Jamil, who was arrested (2005) at Beirut airport.

Obviously, Bashar’s level of commitment to the various branches of the extended family
differs from one to the other. It is widely believed that the restraining hand of his mother
holds him and Maher back from taking over some of their cousins’ assets. Therefore, it
can be expected that at some point Bashar may “crack down” on the corruption of his
cousins, and thus prove again his anticorruption and reformist tendencies. According to
some reports, there already has been tension between Maher and Rami Makhlouf and the
family has considered moving the center of its activities to Dubai.

Other members of the older generation of the Asad family have been sidelined or even
banished. These include Hafez al-Asad’s brother, Rifaat Al-Asad, and his son Somar (Hafez
al-Asad’s other brother, Jamal, died in late 2004 and had been marginalized for some time
prior to his death). Rifa’t and Somar are the only members of the family who clearly are
opposed to the rule of Bashar. Rifa’t ran afoul of his brother when he seemed to be making a
bid for power during Hafez al-Asad’s illness in 1981, and he eventually left Syria for exile in
Europe (though he continued to hold the formal title of vice president for security). Rifat
continues to promote his candidacy as a replacement for Bashar. He has little influence
inside Syria and his record as the head of the infamous “Defence Companies” that were
instrumental in putting down the Muslim Brotherhood in Ham’ah in 1981 is a political
handicap for any future non-Ba’th regime. However, he has certain strengths: it is said that
he still commands some loyalty inside the army and the Alawite community; he has a close
personal relationship with Saudi Arabia’s new King Abdallah (one of Rifaat’s wives is a
sister of King Abdallah’s wife); his polygamous marriages, along with the marriages of his
sons and daughters, have produced strong alliances and crosscutting ties with prominent
families and prestigious clans within Syria.

A member of the nonorganic family who appears to have had a growing personal
influence over Bashar is his wife Asma (Emma) Akhras al-Asad. Asma was born in London
in 1975, the daughter of a wealthy Sunni family of Syrian origin. Her father, Fawaz Akhras,
was a cardiologist and her mother Sahar served as first secretary at the Syrian Embassy
in London. Asma took a degree from King’s College at London University and worked as
an economic analyst.> Little is known about the relations between Bashar and Asma prior
to their marriage, except that Bashar met Asma during his studies in London and stayed
in contact with her, though their marriage after he became president came as a surprise
to many and was not preceded by any reporting on their courtship. The couple have three
children, Hafez, Zein, and Kareem. According to some reports, Bashar’s mother opposed
the marriage on the grounds that Asma was Sunni. Lately, there have been reports about
difficulties in the life of the couple and extended visits of Asma with her family in London.

Some sources have pointed out that Asma’s father, though he lived outside Syria, was
very much a Syrian patriot and passed down to his daughter a pan-Arab worldview. She is
said to be in favor of economic and technological reform, but there is very little information
regarding her modes and areas of influence, or the extent to which she attempts to promote
her ideas in the face of the opposition of other family members. Unlike Bashar’s mother, who
rarely appeared in public, Asma has played a relatively prominent public role.®® However,
there is no sign that Asma is involved in any of the wider consultations that Bashar holds



Bashar’s Syria 381

with his advisors, belongs to any cliques within the regime, or has had any influence on
nondomestic issues (such as Lebanon or the peace process with Israel).

According to some sources, Asma’s father Fawaz and her younger brother Eyad®' also
have influence on the president in domestic areas. There is no evidence that Asma’s other
brother Feras (a student of medicine) is involved in political decision making.

Alongside the extended al-Asad family the main family power bases in Syria are in the
major Alawite families such as Nasef Kheir Bek, Khouli, Haydar, Kana’an, Umran, and
Duba. These families composed the nomenklatura in the days of Hafez al-Asad, and many
of the second generation are still to be found in the party and state organs, and particularly
in the military.

Many of these families have forged marriage links with each other and even with
prominent Sunni families. Prime examples of these include:

¢ In the al-Asad family, Rif*at al-Asad is arguably the front runner in forging alliances
through marriage. He is married to four women: Amira, a cousin from his own
tribe, Sana’ Makhlouf (from the ‘Alawite Makhlouf family that Bashar’s mother
comes from), Raja Barakat (from the wealthy Sunni Damascene Barakat family),
Lina al-Khayer (from the powerful Alawite al-Khayer tribe) and the sister of the
wife of King ‘Abdallah of Saudi Arabia. The second generation of Rif‘at’s family
has cemented his ties within the Alawite community. His daughter Lamia is married
to ‘Ala al-Fayad, the son of General Shafiq al-Fayad (from the prominent Alawite
al-Fayad clan of Rifa‘t’s own Kalabiyya tribe). His eldest son Mudar is married
to May Haydar, the daughter of the multimillionaire Mohammad Haydar (of the
Alawite Khayyatin tribe), and his daughter Tumadhir is married to Mu’ein Nasef
Kheir Bek. The marriage of Bashar al-Asad to British-born Sunni Asma al-Akhras
does not seem to have been politically motivated. Bushra’s marriage to Asef Shawkat
also was not politically advantageous. Asef Shawkat was a divorced military officer
who comes from a minor Alawite tribe.

¢ The Tlas family is linked by marriage and the aristocratic Sunni al-Jabiri family of
Aleppo through Tlas’ wife Lamia and Firas Tlas’ wife Rania. The Tlas family is also
linked by marriage to the upper class Damascene Kheir family (through Manaf’s
wife, Tal’a). The al-Jabiri clan includes the reformist Mustafa al-Jabiri. Firas Tlas
is a businessman and heads the MAS (Min Ajli Suriya, “For the Sake of Syria™)
financial group and Manaf Tlas is a senior officer in the Republican Guard, close to
Bashar and since June 2000 a member of the Ba’th party Central Committee. His
eldest daughter Nahed is the widow of the Paris-based Syrian multimillionaire arms
dealer Akram al-Oujje and currently lives as a socialite in Paris and is associated
with the highest political echelons in France.

¢ The Kheir Bek clan of the Alawite Kalabiyya tribe (the tribe of the Asad family) is
represented throughout the party and the security apparatuses.®”> The family is also
connected by marriage to the family of former Vice President ‘Abd al-Halim Khad-
dam and to the Assad family through the marriage of Rif*at’s daughter, Tumadhir to
Mu’ein Nasef Kheir Bek.

¢ The Makhlouf family (of the Alawite Haddadin tribe) is connected to the al-Asad
family by Anisa Makhlouf (Bashar’s mother) and Sana’ Makhlouf (one of Rif‘at
al-Asad’s four wives).

¢ The Kana’an family (the head of which was Ghazi Kana’an, the interior minister
who “commited suicide” in the wake of the Mehlis report) also belongs to the Kal-
abiyya tribe. Ghazi Kana’an is a distant relation of Bashar’s mother and the Kana’an
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family is also linked by marriage to the al-Asad family through the marriage of
Ghazi’s son, Yarob to the daughter of Jamil al-Asad.

¢ The Fayad family—the children of Shafiq al-Fayad (retired General of the old guard
from the Alawtie Kalabiyya tribe) have all married into the old Syrian elite. His son
‘Ala is married to the daughter of Rif’at al-Asad, his son Marwan is married to Nada
Nahas (Shi’ite, the family owns the Nahass Group®?), and another son, George, is
married to Rania Boulad (a Christian).

¢ The Khaddam family—‘Abd al-Halim Khaddam has two sons (Jamal and Jihad) and
one daughter. One of his sons married into the old Damascene al-Attasi family. His
grand-daughter (who was known in social circles in Damascus for her ostentatious
flaunting of her wealth) is married to the son of Rafiq al-Hariri.

¢ Other family connections include: ‘Ali Duba’s son, Nidal is married to the eldest
daughter of former Syrian Minister of Information, Mohammad Salman.

“0Old Guard—*“Young Guard”

The Fading of the “Old Soldiers.” Bashar’s position as leader of the party is handicapped
by the presence within the regime of a formidable “old guard.” By virtue of having been
privy to the wills and ways of the late father and president for a longer period than Bashar
himself (as one observer noted, these are “the men whom Bashar calls “uncle”), and having
a common experience of struggle when the party was clandestine, these men possess a
“moral weight” and are a constant reminder of Hafez al-Asad’s legacy.

This constraint has been the object of much debate among observers of Syrian politics.
For the first years after Bashar al-Asad came to power, the predominant question was that
of his relations with this “old guard.” These relationships began to lose their cohesion
only towards the end of the Hafez al-Asad era, when some of them looked askance at the
hereditary succession scenario that Hafez al-Asad had designed, and the ill leader decided
to put aside loyalty to his old comrades in favor of clearing the field for his son and heir.
This preemptive “purge” resulted in the dismissal of key figures of the old guard such as
Hikmat Shihabi (Chief of Staff, retired in 1998), Mohammad Khouli (Air Force Commander,
retired in 1999), Adnan Makhlouf (Republican Guard Commander, retired in 1995), Ali
Duba (Military Intelligence Chief, retired in 1999 and seen frequently in Europe), and
others.

Later, after Bashar came to power, he effectively moved aside most of the residual
“old guard.” Some were sent out to pasture with honor (such as Defense Minister Mustafa
Tlas and Chief of Staff ‘Ali Aslan) and others forced into exile (including former Chief
of Staff Hikmat Shihabi and former Vice President ‘Abd al-Halim Khaddam) and others
even “committed suicide” (such as former Prime Minister Mohammad Zu’bi and Interior
Minister Ghazi Kana’an).®* The former head of internal security, Bahjat Suleiman, who was
considered close to Bashar al-Asad, was removed from his post, apparently on the urging
of Asef Shawkat.®> Most of these former members of the leadership no longer hold any
positions of formal power or influence (even as members of the “Central Committee”). The
long decades that they were ensconced in their positions in the party and the government,
and the patronage system that they developed, suggest that they should still have some
residual power through their protégées and heirs even after their forced retirement. This
does not seem to be the case. The picture that arises from the present alignment of the “old
guard” is that they have been effectively neutralized, and any residual power they wield
is mainly through a community of interests within the party bureaucracy, their economic
power, and Bashar’s breaking with those who represent his father’s heritage.
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The question arises as to what extent the links of these “purged” members of the old
elite remained intact and they can still wield influence. From observations of a number of
these figures, it seems that their influence within the party waned a short time after they left
their positions of power. For example:

¢ Hikmat Shihabi spends most of his time outside of Syria (Paris and the U.S., where
his sons live). He fled Syria via Lebanon when Hafez al-Asad was on his death bed
and Syrian papers leaked that he was to be indicted for corruption. Sources claim
that his fall from grace was precipitated by his close relations with Rafiq al-Hariri.

* Mustafa Tlas has remained Head of the Military Committee, but has apparently
retired to his “literary” occupations and intends to write his memoirs. He does,
however, maintain a certain level of influence through his sons Manaf and Firas and
through the incumbent Minister of Defense, Hasan Turkemani, who was his Chief
of Staff. Tlas does not enjoy a high esteem among the educated young generation of
the party.®®

¢ ‘Abd al-Halim Khaddam supported Bashar upon his father’s death, but nonetheless
he was forced out of his position as vice president and retained no official party
position. His demotion in rank apparently was due to his close relations with Rafiq
al-Hariri and his criticism of his assassination. Since the tenth Congress he has been
in Paris with his family and in January 2006 he openly broke with Bashar, insinuating
that Syria was responsible for the murder of al-Hariri and that such an act could not
have been perpetrated without the President’s acquiescence.5’

¢ Ali Duba fell from grace after he refused to support Bashar as successor. He is known
as a gambler who spends much of his time at the gambling centers of Europe. Of his
two sons (Mohammad and Samer), one has left Syria and works as a medical doctor
in the UK and the other is in prison.

The rest of the “old guard” (see the Appendix) has virtually disappeared from the radar
screen of Syrian politics. Even taking into account that most of them are septuagenarians,
if not older, this seems to indicate that either they have lost their power bases or have come
to terms with their retirement.

The “Young Guard” With the “old guard” pushed aside, the regime is witness to the gradual
coming of age of a young guard. The nature of the young guard and the extent to which it
wields power is therefore the cardinal question. The shift from the old guard to the new elite
surrounding Bashar al-Asad has disrupted the traditional patronage networks. The younger
generation of those same families, however, feel and demonstrate much less of an affinity
to their ancestral homes or even to their “Alawite” identity; Bashar and Maher are both
married to Sunni women, as are the sons of Mustafa Tlas and other “sons of the bosses”
(abna’ al-mas’ oulin). Since most of them were born and bred in Damascus—at best in the
city of Ladhaqiyya—they even lack the distinct Alawite accent and the savvy to curry favor
within the intricate system of families and tribes. Their reference group is no longer the
Alawite tribes they sprang from, but their associates in the military, business, or academic
worlds in Damascus, most of them Sunnis.
Within the young guard one can define four main groups:

1. Sons and daughters of the “old guard.” These “princelings” were born into privilege and
learned from their fathers the art of wielding power in order to gain further privilege.
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2. The “second generation” within the military and security apparatuses. Prominent among
these are Alawite officers who came under Bashar’s command in the Republican Guard,
along with various senior officers in the military who were promoted by Bashar.%

3. The young generation of the civilian branch of the Ba’th party. These are party members
who owe the rapid advance in their position to their association with Bashar. Many of
them were educated in the West and support measured change in the party in order to
guarantee the survival of the regime.®

4. Western-educated academics who became associated with Bashar before he became
president. Most of these came into Bashar’s orbit during the last decade after he became
“heir apparent.” These individuals can be classified, largely, as Western—mainly Ameri-
can and British-educated academicians with postgraduate degrees and an academic track
record in institutions abroad, most of them in the areas of economy and social sciences.
In addition, a number of Bashar’s associates from the Syrian Computer Society are also
counted among his circle of friends.”” The average age of these individuals is slightly
older than Bashar, in the mid-40s and —50s. Not all of these are active members of
the Ba’th party, though they are all part of the Ba’th establishment and certainly are not
opposed to the party. In his prepresidency days, Bashar al-Asad was accustomed to meet
with this crowd in the fashionable “Gemini” restaurant in the new city of Damascus.

The most prominent representatives of the “young guard” surrounding Bashar al-Asad
can be seen in the Figure 2.
The main differences between the two “guards” can be summarized as follows:

Old Guard Young Guard

First generation fought for power Second generation, born into privilege

Personal loyalty to Hafez al-Asad Less personal loyalty, vested interests

Used to an autocratic micromanager  Used to consultation and consensus

Centralist decision making De-centralization of decision making

Clear definition of authority Ambiguity of authority

Little familiarity with Western culture Educated in U.S. and U.K.

Socialist-Arab Nationalists Ideological pragmatists

Support state controlled economy Support wider private economy

Military technocrats, experienced war ~ Academic technocrats; no experiences
and defeat with war

The “Young Guard” in the Ba’th. The middle ranks of the Ba’th party have also undergone
a massive “face lift” since Bashar al-Asad came to power. This process is evident from the
composition of the institutions on the national level (when not noted otherwise, the use of
the word “national” refers to Syria and not to the Ba’thist use of “national” to signify the
Pan-Arab institutions of the party: the Regional Command, the Central Committee, and the
Regional Congress. Many of these are “second generation” Ba’thists who grew up with the
privileges of belonging to families with close links to the centers of power.

This process that is identified with Bashar al-Asad began even before his formal election
as President. The 9th Congress was engineered as the first step in the marginalization of
the old guard, which had kept its grip on the party apparatus for thirty years. This was
implemented by allowing certain “democratic” procedures at the root level of the party.
Following the Congress, the leaders of the party branches were gradually replaced (July
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Figure 2. The Syrian Young Guard.

2003). This process was repeated prior to the 10th Congress. Thus, by the end of 2005,
the face of the various bodies of the Ba’th party had been fundamentally altered. This
drive for rejuvenation is common among many young leaders who have inherited their
fathers’ positions. Kings Abdallah of Jordan and Mohammad of Morocco have taken such
steps, as had King Hussein when he came to the throne. The motivation behind these steps
also is common: it is difficult for a leader to take over an authoritarian position when
his close advisors are people who remember him as a child, or who can draw on their
experience of decisions that the leader’s omnipotent and omniscient parent had taken in
similar circumstances.

Until recently there has been little open discussion within the Syrian Ba’th of formal
changes in ideological axioms or traditional slogans. This derived both from ideological
conservatism and a sense of the irrelevance of the ideology. Hence, the debate regarding
reform focused not on the credo of the party, but on its practical application. Practical
reforms in the party itself have been marginal. They include more freedom in elections on
the local level of the party, instructions (July 2004) to the media to refer to party members
as “Mr.” and not as “Comrade” (rafiq), and so fourth. Open discussion of ideological reform
has increased since Bashar al-Asad came to power, and was particularly explicit during the
period leading up to the 10th Regional Congress (June 2005). Since then, the demands for
reform within the party have died down, or at least are not voiced in official party organs.

The “reformist trend” within the Ba’th party is clearly identified with the younger
generation. However, while most of those who are identified as reformists belong to the
young guard, not all of those identified as members of the “young guard” are in favor of
reforms. There is no indication that the younger members of the Ba’th nomenklatura—the
Asad family or the second generation of the original leaders of the regime—favor reforms
that would divest them of their privileges and the economic monopolies they control. The
young generation of the military and the mokhabarat also has shown no evidence that they
are in favor of true economic or political reform.



386 S. Bar

The reformist trend within the party is represented mainly by second-tier younger
party members who have recently climbed the ladders of the hierarchy (branch heads and
members of the Central Committee and of the Regional Congress), but have been blocked
by the lack of mobility at the top. Prime examples include:

e Haytham Satayhi: Served in the Presidential Office under Hafez al-Asad, there he
came to know Bashar. Currently a member of the Regional Command,

* Ayman ‘abd al-Nur: Ba’thist economist who calls for reform but supports Bashar,

¢ Buthayna Sha’aban: Hafez al-Asad’s personal interpreter, and an ardent Ba’thist,

¢ Iyad Ghazal: Second generation party official, currently DG of the Syrian Railways,

* Majed Shadoud: Former member of the Regional Command,

* Ghiyab Barakat: Member of the Syrian Computer Society, former member of the
Regional Command,

e Walid al-Bouz: Former Governor of Quneitra, Member of the Regional Command,

¢ Riad al-Abrash: Former IMF economist and economics professor,

® Mohammad al-Hussein: Minister of Economy, Formerly Professor of Economy at
Aleppo University,

¢ Hasan Risha: PhD in Engineering from Leningrad Polytechnic, member of the Syrian
Computer Society,

* Mahdi Dakhlallah: Pro-reformist former member of the staff of the National Com-
mand, was editor of al-Ba’th, Minister of Information, and

¢ Bilal Turkemani: The son of the Minister of Defense who owns the weekly Abyad
wa-Aswad (Black and White) which is identified with demands for reform abrogating
the emergency laws.

In many cases, reformists within the party (see above) are the scions of senior and
powerful party members and enjoy political latitude by virtue of their protection. Such
cases include:

¢ Iyad Ghazal, the reformist-minded director of Syria Rail, is the son of the governor
of Deraa and apparently enjoys his protection,

¢ Bilal Hasan Turkemani is the son of Defense Minister Hasan Turkemani,

¢ Nabil ‘Amran is the son of the powerful Alawite ‘Amran clan of the Haddadin tribe,
and

* Ayman ‘Abd al-Nur is also a second generation Ba’th member, who became active
in the party thanks to his father,

These Ba’thist reformists do not represent an internal party phenomenon alone but
should be seen in the context of the burgeoning “civil-society movement” (harakat al-
mujtama’ al-madani), which emerged almost immediately after Bashar came to power (a
period popularly referred to as the “Damascus Spring” that began in early 2001) and was
suppressed in the winter of 2001 (the “Damascus Winter””). Many of the Ba’thist reformists
mentioned above are outspoken advocates of the reformist movement’! and differ from it
mainly in their choice to continue to attempt to influence the existing order from within. The
reformist trend of intellectuals and youth within the party has been dubbed by the Syrian
“Samizdat” press the “Jasmine Revolution.” This was supposed to have been a “white
revolution” initiated by Bashar along the lines of Sadat’s policy of purging the “pillars
of power” in the former regime of Gamal ‘Abd al-Nasser and allowing criticism of the
former regime (“de-Nasserization”) from 1971 on. The goal of this “revolution” was not to
topple the party or the regime but to transform it through reform of the party and the state
institutions, and by broadening democracy within the party. Reformists had pinned their
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hopes on the 10th Regional Congress and were deeply frustrated by its lukewarm conclusion.
These nascent reform tendencies have been further dampened by the international crisis in
the wake of the assassination of former Lebanese Prime Minister Rafiq al-Hariri and the
Mehlis report. The sense of a foreign conspiracy against Syria has been exploited by the
leadership to shore up domestic support and suppress voices for reform.

The question of the relations between the Ba’thist reformists and Bashar al-Asad is
one of the most debated issues in Syria. On one hand there is no doubt that Bashar is close
to many of the reformists, particularly those affiliated with the Syrian Computer Society.
Many of these, though, are academicians who are not active in the party or even are not party
members. Even those reformists who are party activists are mid-level members without large
constituencies and without patronage networks of their own. So even if Bashar likes their
ideas, many of them are impractical on a political level.”? This is because, at the end of the
day, implementation of ideas in the Syrian regime requires the support of the bureaucracy,
which believes it will be damaged by reforms and modernization.

The 10th Regional Congress was held under the slogan of “development, renewal and
reform” (tatwir, tahdith wa-islah). The “reformist” trend was evident already in the cam-
paigning of the candidates for the 10th Regional Congress. Those who were elected did not
mention Lebanon or Syria’s foreign relations; their focus was almost exclusively domestic.
The candidates called for administrative reforms, improving the public sector, broadening
the free market, and improving healthcare and schools. All asked for better qualified public
servants and administrative reform. Many of them criticized the opportunism of the party
leadership (stopping short of the president, of course) and the system of clientalism and
patronage.

The results of the elections for the delegates to the Congress (April 2005) precipitated
protest among Ba’th members in the branches of Damascus and the University of Damascus.
The elections for the posts of secretary of the local branch (far’ a) and sub-branches (shu’ ba)
returned all the old party officials without even one new candidate. Since party procedures
actually precluded simultaneous change of more than ten percent of the party leadership,
there was no expectation of a sea change. The results, though, were seen as far exceeding the
most cynical warnings. The frustration of the young party members found its way into the
alternative press of “civil society” and the internet. They claimed that the incumbent party
leaders had prevented them from campaigning and presenting their resumes and positions,
and did not even publish the names of candidates. Since both candidates and voters did
not hold frequent party meetings, most voters did not know the new candidates. A petition
was circulated by prominent reform-minded party members (one name associated with this
petition was a Bashar confidante, Ayman ‘Abd al-Nour) complaining about the corruption of
the elections and demanding that 100 known reformers be added to the Party Congress. As
a result, 100—150 delegates were added at the last moment, including the reformist Ayman
‘Abd al-Nour, who had failed to be elected in his own branch.”

Nevertheless, the general sense among the reformists was one of failure.”* According
to one individual who witnessed the preparations for the Congress and its deliberations,
“the old vested interests won out . .. new reformers were closed out of the election process
and almost all the old regional leaders and district leaders were voted back in because it
was illegal to campaign. The political machine ensured that its leaders would retain their
cars, offices and privileges.””> This complaint was raised not only by young would-be
delegates, but by some older party members such as Dr. Zuhayr Ibrahim Jabour of Tishreen
University’® and Dr. Ahmad al-Hajj Ali, a member of the Ba’th “Committee to Develop
Party Thought” and ex-head of the Bureau of the Central Committee.”” Even some of the
party’s official propagandists joined the call for democratization at the branch level that
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would allow the younger generation to come to the fore, and for “self-criticism,” purging
the party of “flaws, exploitation, and interests” and of those who had “harmed the party
and the public morality and have contributed to the creation of an image unbecoming to the
party due to their personal or family behavior and due to their lack of integrity.”’8

Despite the disappointment of the elections, the Congress was preceded by rumors
that it would make “courageous decisions” and Bashar’s own declaration that the Congress
would be “the greatest leap in the history of Syria.” The Congress was expected to deal
particularly with the bleak domestic scene,’”” though it was also widely expected that the
resolutions of the Congress would change the very essence of the party and of its hold
on the regime. Some of the more far-reaching specific expectations that were voiced—
including by delegates to the Congress included.® A new party law would permit: the
formation of political parties outside of the NPF, as long as they are not based on “ethnicity,
religion or regionalism” (i.e., neither Islamist nor Kurdish), and changing Article 8 of the
constitution, which defines the role of the Ba’th party in the state;®! endorsement of free
parliamentary elections in 2007; granting citizenship to the 100,000 disenfranchised Kurds
in the Hasakah region;®? abrogation of the state of emergency that has existed since 1963
and of law 49 of 1980, which stipulates capital punishment for membership in the Muslim
Brotherhood; changing the triple slogan of the party (Unity, Freedom, Socialism) to “Unity,
Democracy, Social Justice” in a bid to gradually turn it into a “social democrat™ party,
along the lines of processes that Communist parties in the former Soviet bloc went through;
dismantling the national (pan-Arab) leadership, and finally, changing the name of the party
to “The Ba’th Arab Socialist Party in the Syrian Region” (i.e. to downplay the pan-Arab
ideology of the party) or to the “Democratic (Ba’th) Party” (to emphasize the “democratic”
character of the party), and defining the party as a “democratic socialist national (Qawmi-
pan-Arab national) political organization which struggles for achieving the great goals of
the Arab Nation for Unity, Freedom and Socialism,” based on “the principles of citizenship
and democracy and respect of human rights and implementation of justice among the
citizens.”

These expectations were, to a large extent, based on the assumption that Bashar was a
“closet reformer” who could not show his true colors because of the interference of the “old
guard.” Many Syrians expected the 10th Congress to imitate the 1996 conference of the
Soviet Communist Party under Gorbachev. These expectations were not unfounded; they
took their cue from Bashar’s own public statements and those of his confidants.®3 Most of
the Ba’th reformers, though—and certainly the civil-society movement—had no illusions
that they could achieve even some of those goals. They realized that the goal of the party
leadership was “to repair—not to reform,” and that this should be done step by step and not
by leaps and bounds. One informed source claims that the reformists intentionally spread
rumors about far-reaching reforms in order to create a level of expectation that would help
set the stage for further pressure on the regime after the Congress failed to deliver.

The 10th Congress was not the doctrinal watershed that pre-Congress rumors had
prophesied. The Ba’th doctrine was not changed, but rather played down and relegated to
minor reiterations of the original ideals of the party. Article 8 of the constitution and the
“internal regime” remained in force and none of the reforms listed above were adopted.
Arab unity is mentioned en passant and the demand for revolution and socialism in the
entire Arab world is not mentioned at all. In fact, the 10th Congress was used by Bashar to
revive the party as a mainstay of the regime and as an instrument for control of the public
space, which the civil society movement had encroached upon. This was reflected in the
composition of the delegates, the newly elected bodies, the agenda and the final resolutions
of the Congress.
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Hence, the Congress did not represent a trend for “de-Ba’thification” of the regime,
but rather for “re-Ba’thification” after a decade of the party’s irrelevance under the strong
leadership of Hafez al-Asad. The main changes therefore were personal: a large number of
octogenarian delegates were sent home®* and second-generation members took their place.
The “rejuvenation” did not replace old mindsets with new ones, but rather fulfilled the
need of the thirty-nine-year-old president to promote people who would be committed to
him personally and to rid himself of his “uncles”—old Ba’thists who had been loyal to his
father and who could conceivably serve as an “ideological compass” and might protest any
divergence from his father’s line.

Nevertheless, the Congress was marketed to the Syrian public as having given its bless-
ing to democratization, separation of the party from the government mechanism, economic
reform, and a war against corruption. The first meetings of the Regional Command after
the Congress (August 2005) were dedicated to these issues, particularly to the issue of
corruption and forming a committee to draw up a new concept of the relationship between
the party and the regime.® It appears, though, that there is no longer any real anticipation
in the Syrian public for real reform, and the declarations of the leadership are derisively
dubbed “declaration reform” (islah bilaghi).

A central motif coming out of the 10th Congress was the need for “re-activation”
(tanshit) of the party. However, there is no evidence that the party has become more active
or changed any of its traditional modes of operation. The personal changes in the party on
the eve of the Congress and in the Congress itself have, in essence, frozen the situation for
the next few years. The next “target date” for possible changes in the party may be (but
does not have to be) the proposed date for “free” elections in 2007. This is also the date that
many of the party reformists are now aiming at to renew their pressure for changes in the
party structure and second-echelon leadership.

Syria’s intelligence and security services (collectively known as the “intelligence”
(mokhabarat) are the mainstay of the regime (see Figure 3). They are ubiquitous and
involved in all aspects of public activity: political, social, and economic. Their authorization
is necessary for almost any civilian activity. These apparatuses operate through a system of
redundancy which serves the president to monitor any possible internal threat.

The main security and intelligence apparatuses in Syria include:

* General Security Directorate (GSD) (Idarat al-Amn al-’ Amm) is the main intelligence
apparatus, with responsibility for three areas: internal security, external security, and
Palestinian affairs. The GSD is organized into three branches dealing with these three
areas. It controls the civil police and the border guards, and has primary responsibility
for maintaining surveillance over the Ba’th Party, the civilian bureaucracy, and the
general populace.

¢ The Political Security Directorate (PSD) (Idarat al-Amn al-Siyasi) is responsible for
political intelligence and security and monitoring and disrupting political dissent and
foreign subversion, as opposed to criminal and civil policing. It is divided into the
Internal Security Department (ISD) and the External Security Department (ESD).

e Military Intelligence (MI) (Shu’bat al-Mokhabarat al-’ Askariyya) is nominally re-
sponsible for classic military intelligence and field security. It is, however, an ex-
tremely influential force. MI controls the Military Police, who provide security for
elements of the ruling elite, and the Office of the Chief of Reconnaissance, which is
probably responsible for strategic and tactical military intelligence collection, col-
lation, and analysis. It is also responsible for carrying out unconventional warfare
operations and intelligence operations such as assassinations and terrorism.
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The Military and Security Apparatuses

National Security Advisor Political Security Dir General Intelligence

Hisham lkhtiar ("41) Mohammad Mansoura ('50) (State Secu’rlty)

2005 2005 Ali Mamluk ('54) — 2005
Hasan Khaluf — 2005

Ministry Of Defense

Hasan Turkemani ('35) Dept. Internal Security
2004 Bashar al-Asad (251)
(’65) 2000 Fuad Nassif Kheir-bak ('50)
Ministry of Interior 2005
Ghazi Kanaan (suicide, ; .
10.2005) Republican Guard Dep. External Security
Ali Hasan 1995 Ayad Mahmoud
. Maher al-Asad ('68)
Chief of Staff - .
Ali :—iabib ('39) Brig. Gen. ‘Abd al-Fatah Dept. Palestinian Security
2004 al-Qudsi ( RGS) . .
‘Adnan al-Assad ( cmd. Military Intelligence
Unit 549) Assef Shawkat ('50) — 2005

Sa’id Samour — 2005

Air Force Intelligence
Iz a—Din Isma‘il ('47)
2002

Figure 3. Heads of the Syrian Security Appartuses and their dates of appointment.

¢ AirForce Intelligence (AFI) (Idarat al-Mokhabarat al-Jawiyya) was the predominant
apparatus under Hafez al-Asad and was responsible for operations against the Islamic
opposition and terrorist operations abroad (e.g., the attempt to bomb an El-Al aircraft
in London in 1986).%¢

Though these agencies are nominally subordinate to different commands (the military
and the Interior Ministry), they in fact operate under the direct control of the president.
Like their formal lines of command, the formal division of tasks between them is of little
relevance. The different security services always have maintained a certain level of compe-
tition, and this is encouraged by the president. They monitor each other no less than they
do the general public. The real indication of the relative predominance of one or another of
the services is the intimacy of the head of that service with the president.

Since Bashar’s rise to power and the subsequent changes in the command of the security
apparatuses, the rivalry between them seems to have worsened. In March 2005 the conflict
between Asef Shawkat (who had just been appointed as Head of DMI) and Ghazi Kana’an
(Minister of Interior) over areas of authority in northern Syria came to the surface.

The “Young Guard” in Government. The Syrian government (the cabinet) is a body that
“manages” the country but does not “rule” and has never held any real power. In the days
of Hafez al-Asad it was populated by Ba’th loyalists who did not presume to have any real
influence on the decisions of the regime, but at the same time were not “technocrats” in
the sense that they had the professional backgrounds to perform their ministerial duties.
In this sense, the Bashar era has changed the picture. The government, per se, is still not
privy to any real decision making on strategic matters or on areas relating to intelligence.
However, it appears that economic ministers do have more power over their specific areas
of responsibility.

Like other components of the regime, the government was characterized by stagna-
tion. Prime Minister Mohammad al-Zu‘bi was in the post for thirteen years, until March
2000. The government began a process of rejuvenation toward the beginning of Bashar’s
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rule. Veteran ministers gradually were replaced by younger technocrats.®” The first Bashar
al-Asad cabinet (December 13, 2001) saw more young technocrats appointed to senior po-
sitions. 38 The Bashar era also ushered in a semblance of accountability for blatant failure
on the governmental level. In September 2003, three years after Miro was appointed as
prime minister, his government was defined as a “total failure” and he was replaced by
Naji al-Otari,® who had served as deputy Prime Minister. The al-‘Atari cabinet included
an additional reshuffling of ministers that brought in even more young technocrats, who
now comprised half of the cabinet.”® Still, Bashar did not dare appoint a “young guard”
technocrat to the post of prime minister.

Bashar has not tried to initiate change through the Peoples Assembly by changing its
structure or its authority. The first elections to the Assembly during Bashar’s term of office
were held on March 23, 2003. Out of 10, 405 candidates, 163 delegates were from the
Progressive National Front, 132 represented the Ba’th Party, and 31 represented its satellite
parties. Nevertheless, the new Assembly was younger and fresher: 178 of the delegates
were new faces, most of them young.

The Domestic Arena

Syria presents to the world, but less convincingly to the Syrian public, the image of a
monolithic state and society. The refrain of “national unity” and references to the citizens
of the country as “brothers” or “family” are ubiquitous. They appear in speeches, in official
slogans, and in the daily press. The regime does not allow expressions of communal identity
to find their way into the media; the people of Syria are the “Syrian Arab People.” However,
despite decades of enforced unity, Syria remains a country divided according to communal
lines. The stability that the country enjoyed for decades has been along an “equality of
misery.” That is, citizens within Syria knew that they were all equally oppressed by the
regime and that such suppression was the lot of citizens of other neighboring countries
(Irag)—or alternatively, the citizens of other countries, such as Lebanon, suffered from
endemic instability.

The image of stability belies the reality, which under the surface is known to all Syr-
ians. This is the reality of “communalism” (ta’ifiya), or the primary (or even exclusive)
identification of the individual with his ethnic or religious community. This is reflected in
the low rate of intermarriages and intermingling—even within the cities—and in a general
sense of acrimony among the different communities. But for the most part it does not seem
to be at a level that would engender communal strife on the Balkan or Iraqi scale. Recently,
tensions have flared up among Sunnis, Isma’ilis, and Alawites and between Kurds and the
regime in northern Syria, and some have even deteriorated into small-scale conflicts. This,
too, serves the regime, which projects an implicit warning that the only alternative to it is
a return to the instability of the pre-Ba’th era, or even disintegration of the country and
deterioration into a “Balkan” or “Iraqi” reality.

Syria is faced by a serious threat to the stability of the regime. While this threat is not
accompanied by widespread violence, as in the period of the Muslim Brotherhood uprising
in the late 1970s and early 1980s, it is no less severe. There is a general sense in the country
of decay of the regime and a disintegration of authority. The factors relevant to this situation
include:

¢ The deteriorating economic situation;
* Signs of loss of control in peripheral regions, and even a weakening of the “implied
deterrence” that was always assumed by the regime, causing the populace to test the

waters of the regime’s tolerance’!;
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99,

¢ Disruption of the “hierarchy of corruption”; “chaotic corruption” as opposed to the
old “organized corruption,” and severe economic problems;

¢ Inconsistency in dealing with the opposition, causing a loss of deterrence; and

¢ Ambiguity of authority, breeding “authority grabs.” In this context, it is noteworthy
that the long reign of the Ba’th regime has effectively destroyed the traditional
structure of local authority (wujahah, literally. “men with faces”) in Syrian society
and at the same time has prevented, in most parts of the country, the growth of an
alternative civil society.

These factors are reflected in diverse groupings of the Syrian public which pose a
potential threat to the regime. These include:

* Democratic Opposition: The “Civil Society,” intellectuals, former political prisoners
and individuals educated abroad, with a genuine reformist agenda.

¢ Internal opposition: Junior Ba’th backbenchers calling for political reform as a means
to achieve mobility within the stagnant regime, on one hand, and the remnants of the
“old guard,” which perceive Bashar as having forfeited the assets that his father left
him.

¢ Islamic Opposition: Members of the old Islamic opposition, particularly the Muslim
Brotherhood.

¢ Kurdish Opposition: Outlawed Kurdish parties, Kurdish unrest exacerbated by dis-
crimination, and Irag-inspired irredentism.

The Economy

The Syrian economy®? suffers from a perennial crisis of budget shortfalls, inflation (10
percent), unemployment, and trade imbalance. Its per capita income is about US$1,200,
its population of 17.6 million grows at about 2.6 percent per annum, and the workforce
grows at about 4 percent per annum. The per annum growth of 2—-3 percent does not reach
the 5 percent target that the World Bank has determined is necessary for Syria to maintain
its present status. Unemployment is estimated officially at 12 percent but may be up to 25
percent. The private sector is dwarfed by the public sector and the latter has actually grown
proportionally since Bashar came to power. The preponderance of the government sector
is visible also in the fact that government expenditure accounts for at least 35 percent of
the GDP and about 20 percent of the employed population are government workers.”> The
budget allocates almost half of the state revenue to military and security expenditures and
the external debt stands at about $21 billion, 96 percent of the GDP.**

The Syrian economy is largely dependent on revenues from oil production. Oil presently
contributes 20 percent of GDP, two-thirds of exports, and half of government revenues (about
15 percent of GDP), but is likely to be exhausted in the late 2020s. Syria may become a
net oil importer within a few years.”> New exploration operations are not promising at the
moment. In the 1980s, it had closed the Iraqi oil pipes and had been compensated by Iran
with large oil shipments. In the 2000s it allowed Iraq to export through the Karkouk—Banias
pipelines, using cheap oil for local consumption and to boost its own exports. Today, it
seems that there is no political configuration that Syria can take similar advantage of.”®
The Syrian government has already announced that subsidies for fuel will be phased out
by 2010. Cuts in subsidies, however, will have severe economic ramifications in terms of
rising prices and further domestic instability.
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The Alawites

The integration of the Alawite community (also known as Nusseiris) into modern Syria
was not a foregone conclusion in the early days of the country. Ironically, it was Hafez al-
Asad’s father, Suleiman al-Asad, who petitioned the French, along with five other Alawite
notables, to attach the Alawite territory to Lebanon and not to Syria because “...in Syria,
the official religion of the state is Islam, and according to Islam, the Alawites are considered
infidels . .. The spirit of hatred and fanaticism imbedded in the hearts of the Arab Muslims
against everything that is non-Muslim has been perpetually nurtured by the Islamic religion.
There is no hope that the situation will ever change. Therefore, the abolition of the Mandate
will expose the minorities in Syria to the dangers of death and annihilation, not to mention
that it will annihilate the freedom of thought and belief.”®’

Today, the Alawites are without doubt the main pillar of the Syrian regime, but they are
not the only one. References to an “Alawite regime” are simplistic and do not do justice to
the complex system of coalitions of interests that Hafez al-Asad built over the years. Thus,
while the main political elite of Syria today is Alawite, not all elements of the Alawite
community have benefited from elite status. The Alawite community is composed of six
major tribes,”® each one of which comprises a number of interrelated families. Foremost
among them, of course, is the al-Asad family itself, which hails from the Kalabiyya tribe
in the city of Kardahah in Northern Syria. Naturally, the Kalabiyya tribe plays a central
role in the regime, along with the Hadadin tribe, to which Bashar’s mother belongs, and the
Khayatin tribe, which traditionally is allied with the Kalabiyya.”®

The Alawites in general are prominent in the military and security apparatuses. While
they represent approximately 12 percent of the population, the Alawites hold almost 90
percent of the top posts of the military and security. Even where Sunnis ostensibly are in
control, they are augmented by Alawite deputies. The predominance of the Alawites in the
military predates the present regime. It was due to the low social status of the Alawites
as domestic and menial labourers for the Sunni gentry of northern Syria that many of its
sons sought social mobility in a military career. Consequently, the Alawites already played
a prominent role in the military regimes that ruled Syria before the “reform movement,”
which brought Hafez al-Asad to the helm in 1970. It was, however, the Asad regime that
finally cemented Alawite control of the Ba’th party and of the country.

Though not all of the Alawite tribes play an equal role in the regime, the Alawite
region in general has profited from preferential treatment. Once being the poorest area
of Syria, the Alawite region has become the richest and most modernized. The Alawites
have become the economic and political elite. This prosperity to some extent has been at
the expense of the hitherto cultural and economic centres of northern Syria, particularly
Ham’ah, Homs, and Aleppo, and generates resentment towards the Alawites, particularly
among their immediate neighbors.!% This resentment is said to impose a sense of solidarity
on all parts of the Alawite community with the regime, out of fear that change may bring
about the fall of the Alawite predominance all together and precipitate revenge by the Sunnis
and Isma’ilis. Furthermore, as a heterodox sect of Shi’ite Islam, which many Sunnis claim
has diverged so far from the tenets of orthodox Islam so as not be considered Muslim,*!
the Alawite predominance in the regime has been its Achilles heel and a justification, in
the eyes of the Islamist movements, to rise up against it. This became particularly evident
during the uprising of the Muslim Brotherhood in northern Syria (1976—-1981), which was
fuelled by the claim that the regime was ruled by “heretics.”

But is there an “Alawite leadership” separate to that of the regime? Observers of the
Syrian regime mention a nebulous “Alawite Leadership” organized in a “National Council”
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(Majlis Milli), composed of eighteen members of the tribes, which is purported to have
influence over the Alawite community and to which the president defers.!?? In the early
1980s the Alawites organized themselves in a state-sanctioned militia, “Ali al-Murtada,”
headed by Jamil al-Asad (Hafez al-Asad’s brother). In the past, the Alawite clerics, rijal al-
din, were the leaders of the community as a whole. They played a pivotal role in representing
the Alawites before the French colonial rulers and in the early days of independence. While
there is no doubt that the Alawites are the main pillar of the Syrian regime, there today
is no sign of a separate leadership that wields such influence. The centralism of the Ba’th
regime could not tolerate such a “shadow government,” particularly one with moral sway
over the top leadership of the military and the security services. For example, it is claimed
that some of the Alawite religious leaders were against the actions of the regime in 1980
in the North and that some officers refused to participate. The regime therefore acted to
reduce the power of the rijal al-din and to reduce the hold of the Alawite religion over the
members of the community.

This policy also coincided with the regime’s interest in countering the ideological
rationale of the Muslim Brotherhood and in boosting its own Islamic credentials. This
has been done in various ways: fatwas declaring the Alawites to be Shi’ite Muslims;'*?
emphasising the orthodox Islamic behavior of the president himself;'%* “Islamization” of
the Alawites through building of Sunni style mosques'® and minimizing any reference
to a distinct Alawite religion or Alawite region.!% There are in Syria hundreds of Sunni
religious schools, while there is not a single school that specializes in teaching the Alawite
religion.

Finally, the “old guard” Alawite elite created an intricate network of patronage to care
for the interests of their ancestral home towns. However, with the shift from the “old guard”
to the “new guard” under Bashar, and Bashar’s own efforts at administrative modernization,
these networks began to wane as a new system of economic alliances gradually replaced
the old patronage system. The bond of the big-city-born young guard to their parents’ home
villages and to their extended tribal relatives is considerably weaker, and they are naturally
less committed to supporting a community that cannot directly influence their day-to-day
power struggles. As a result, there is a growing dissatisfaction among the Alawites in the
Alawite region. This may have the effect of weakening the loyalty of the Alawites to the
al-Asad dynasty and result in a search for an alternative leadership that can preserve the
privileges of the community.

These power bases are closely linked to the families and the tribal networks that build
them. For many years, the economic power bases of the party officials were state compa-
nies in which the major families had embedded their members. While the largest private
companies in Syria are owned by families with close ties to the al-Asad family, non-Baa’th
entrepreneurs have become more and more visible over the last five years. Many of these
are identified with the second generation of the party nomenklatura. It should be noted that
most of the “sons of the bosses” do not hold official positions in the party, though it may
be assumed that most are party members. Other private companies are linked to members
of the Syrian Computer Society. The most significant companies in the private sector that
are connected to the party or the regime are:

* The MAS (Min Ajli Suriya, “For the Sake of Syria”) Group is owned by the Tlas
family (Firas Tlas). MAS has massive holdings in the defense acquisition, telecom-
munications, and media sectors. It has been rumored that Firas has close busi-
ness cooperation with Rifa‘t al-Asad’s sons. Since 2004, Firas has also funded
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Syria-News, a website run by the Syrian Economic Center (SEC), which was es-
tablished in 1995.

Ramak is the holding company of the Makhlouf family, headed by Rami Makhlouf
and his sons, the twin brothers Hafez and Ihab. The Makhlouf family is arguably
the richest family in Syria. The main company of the family is Syriatel (Syria’s cell
phone provider). Other enterprises associated with the family are the state “Real
Estate Bank™ (and through it access to available capital); free trade zones along the
border with Lebanon, imports of Mercedes cars, duty-free shops, the tobacco import
monopoly, luxurious shopping malls, etc. Rami Makhluf has extensive holdings in
the U.S. Virgin Islands, which have been the subject of litigation,'%” resulting in the
appointment of his brother Thab as caretaker for his U.S. company. Rami Makhlouf
also is deeply invested with Maher al-Asad in various ventures in Lebanon. In mid-
2005 Rami Makhlouf began to move part of his assets to the Gulf states. This was
interpreted as indicating either that he had fallen out with his cousin Bashar or that
he feared that the anticorruption campaign the party had launched might choose
him as a scapegoat. This interpretation seems somewhat unlikely. Before he became
president, Bashar was linked to Rami Makhlouf’s business and used to make contacts
for him in his official meetings.!®®

SES International is owned by the Shaleesh family. The company was accused of
involvement in deals as a go-between for more than fifty contracts for tens of millions
of dollars of military equipment for the Iraqi regime.

The Khaddam Group is headed by Jihad Khaddam and his brother, Jamal. It
held a monopoly on food processing ventures (‘Afiyya Nourishment) and various
restaurant-related sectors in Syria. Since the 10th Congress, the family has gradually
moved its business outside of Syria and is now in exile.

The Hamsho Family owns Hamsho International. The head of the family, Mohammad
Saber Hamsho, is a member of parliament and on the board of the Syrian Computer
Society.

The Inana Group is an IT company headed by Firas Bakour, a member of the Syrian
Computer Society.

The Nahhas Group is owned by Saeb Nahhas. His daughter is married to the son of
Shafiq al-Fayad.

Syrian control of Lebanon became a source of economic power for many of the above.
Some examples include:

The drug trade in the Baga’a valley, which provided a financial base for many of the
senior officers in the Syrian army.

Cellular telecommunications are a major source of revenue. The value of this market
is assessed at 30 million dollars. In 1994, two ten-year contracts were awarded to
two cellular phone companies, LibanCell and Cellis. The former is owned by Ali
and Nizar Dalloul, sons of former Defense Minister Mohsen Dalloul, who was close
to Rafiq Hariri, Khaddam, Hikmat Shihabi, and Ghazi Kana’an, whereas the latter
was dominated by the Miqati family (Najib, Taha, and ‘Azmi), close friends of
Bashar al-Asad. In addition, Rami Makhlouf operates an illegal telephone exchange
network in Lebanon through his proxy, Pierre Fatouch, a Lebanese businessman who
owns a whisky plant in Baqa’a, diverting phone calls from the Lebanese network to
Syriate].'%”

Duty-free shops controlled by the Ramak group (Makhlouf).
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¢ Other prominent Syrians who were involved in the Lebanese economy include Gen-
eral Mohammad Issa Duba (the brother of ‘Ali Duba, former head of Military In-
telligence), Mohammad Hamsho (Syrian member of parliament, head of Hamsho
International, Tham Sa’id (the son of former GID director, Majid Sa’id), and Mo-
hammad Nasef.

The Sunnis

In its early days the Ba’th regime formed a coalition with the rural Sunni elites, deposing the
urban Sunni elites from their traditional predominance in Syrian society. This however has
changed. First, many of the “rural elites” have become part of a new urban elite; second, the
regime gradually widened its base among the Sunnis and coopted many of the rich Sunni
families.

The Sunni business elite of Damascus was upset at the assassination of al-Hariri, with
whom many had business connections and who was regarded as a symbol of economic
success. Some even claim that he was seen as a possible example of how the Sunni business
sector could regain power, even when military power was concentrated in the hands of
others. The tension between Syria and Lebanon was not only bad for the business concerns
of Alawite generals but also for Sunni businessmen. There are a few signs that the murder
has caused some rumblings in this community against the Alawite elite, but for the time
being there are no signs of organized opposition by this group, which values, above all,
stability.

The Sunni tribes of Eastern Syria (mainly along the border with Iraq and with trans-
border affiliations with the corresponding Iraqi tribes) had been sidelined during the decades
of the Hafez al-Asad regime. Bashar, however, is reputed to have made an attempt to cultivate
their loyalty. This policy began even before the U.S. occupation of Iraq, but has accelerated
since then. The prospects of a breakup of Iraq into Shi’ite, Kurdish, and Sunni areas would
leave the Iraqi tribes with a stronger dependence on the Syrian tribes. The Syrian tribes
participated in the monthly meetings of the Iraqi tribes and Ba’thists in Damascus from
October 2003 on, and in December 2004 Bashar himself honored the meeting with his
presence.!”

Druze, Isma’ilis, Christians, and Kurds

Syria’s religious minorities—Druze, Isma’ilis, and Christians—enjoy a special status under
the Ba’th-Alawite regime. They are, in effect, members of the “coalition” of social elements
that Hafez al-Asad built over the years. The former two are well-integrated into the military
and bureaucrac