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The Levant: Reconciling a
Century of Contradictions

Mazen Hashem

Abstract

Although the revolution in Syria is unfolding within the country’s
modern political borders, what is going on can only be understood
by placing it in a larger historical context, which includes the ad-
jacent geographical areas of Bilad al-Sham. Without such a
broader view, the complexity of Syria’s current reality can neither
be appreciated, nor can its consequences be accounted for and its
future anticipated.

Probably in no country is the mess of a land’s colonial legacy
more visible than it is in Syria. This legacy’s pathway marks the
country’s future development, and its implications are facing the
revolution today with arduous challenges. The resulting complex-
ity extends beyond the political dimension, for a similar level of
complexity exists at the meta-cultural level as well. Furthermore,
the change in Syria has regional consequences: It will institution-
alize the Arab revolution as an unavoidable political force and en-
ergize the process of cultural reformation and the recovery of a
civilizational Muslim identity.

This essay first examines the region’s historical background and
the consequences of the Ottoman order’s disintegration. Second,
it analyzes the national identity dilemmas faced by the Arab world
after colonialism, how non-Muslims reacted to them, and the two
political paths that those countries pursued. Third, the essay dis-
cusses the formation of grievances among Syrian minorities in
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particular. Fourth, the politics of the post-independence era are
presented, highlighting the promise of the development upon
which Syria was embarking. The essay then investigates the pol-
itics and social conditions that led to a dictatorship of three over-
lapping types: ideological left, sectarian, and neoliberal. Before
focusing on the ongoing revolution, a note on Islamic activism is
presented due to the fact that Islamic meanings have always been
the impetus propelling the people’s resistance. The revolutionary
realities on the ground are then elaborated upon, emphasizing how
the regime’s extreme violence against peaceful protest intersects
with historical social alignments. Lastly, the essay discusses the
geopolitical context in which the Syrian revolution is taking place,
which at once makes it hard to prevail and makes any of its out-
comes highly consequential for the whole region.

The Ottoman Backdrop

Few major Old World civilizations did not cross the land known today as
Syria. “Bilad al-Sham” is used in this essay instead of “Middle East,” since
the latter implies that the region has no character of its own but is just located
in the middle between a colonizer in the West and its colonized subject in the
Far East. The area points to what has “been both prize and passageway for
conquerors from both the east and the west for millennia.” Today’s Syria was
once part of the Sassanid and Roman empires; hosted the Phoenicians of the
first millennium BCE; and was the land of the third-century CE Queen Zenobia
of the Palmyrene Empire, who led a famous revolt against the Roman Empire.
All of them have left landmarks on Syrian soil; however, it was Islamic civi-
lization that formed the region’s soul. This is what my use of “Bilad al-Sham”
is trying to denote. Indeed, for centuries Bilad al-Sham was at the heart of the
Muslim order that stretched from the Atlantic Ocean to the borders of China.
Damascus was the Umayyad’s capital city, and Muhammad Ali of Egypt con-
trolled this land until the Ottomans pushed back again. In modern times, Bilad
al-Sham has represented the Arab gateway to the Istana, the center of the Ot-
toman Empire.

Contemporary Syria was both always part of something larger and, si-
multaneously, at the center of it. Modern Syria, with its current international
borders, is a totally artificial invention. Yes, the Assyrians and other ancient
populations built famous civilizations in what is today’s Syria, but those were
local civilizations that did not form political units with delimited borders that
corresponded to natural geographical boundaries. This birthplace of many civ-
ilizations did not form a continuous political unit, similar to what we see in
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Egypt, for example. Furthermore, being at the crossroads of migration waves
for centuries, Syria’s population diversity means that one cannot speak of an
aboriginal group.

Before the formation of modern Syria, the area was part of the Ottoman
Empire. A quick examination of some major factors within that empire is
highly relevant to understanding the early development of the Arab region,
especially Greater Syria (and Egypt). Three Ottoman developments were
specifically consequential, namely, military reform, bureaucratic reform, and
reorientation of the elite’s education, for they were intertwined and surely rep-
resent the top challenges of modernity. The Ottoman administration became
cognizant of the rise of the European powers, who were either chipping away
at some of its territories or forcing it to make previously unthinkable conces-
sions. If the Ottoman Empire was specifically distinguished due to its admin-
istrative ability and military capacity, it is those two aspects that became
visibly challenged in the late nineteenth century. While the image of stagnation
is popularly assigned to the late Ottoman era, one may observe that its admin-
istrators, in fact, experimented with many types of reform. But none of them
worked, probably because they were inconsistent with the empire’s unique
system. Thus the empire found itself in a specific bind: There was a definite
need for change, yet the nature of the attempted changes conflicted with the
system’s operative mandates.

Two reform decrees were vital to the Arab region: the Hatt-i Sharif of
Gulhane (1839) and the Islahat Fermani (1856). Such “liberal” reforms were
intended to recast the Ottoman identity (osmanlilik) in a way designed to main-
tain the citizens’ equality or, more accurately, to reshape this identity in order
to accommodate the spirit of modernity. Ironically, such policies were unsat-
isfactory, if not inflammatory, to both the Muslim majority and the non-
Muslim minorities. For example, before the reforms Christians were exempt
from military service; the reform canceled this advantage and then was rein-
stated against a fee. As James Gelvin put it:

It is thus ironic that the policy of promising equality to all inhabitants of the
empire, regardless of religious affiliation, hardened communal boundaries
and precipitated instances of intercommunal violence. In the process, it cre-
ated the distinctly modern phenomenon of sectarianism all too familiar to
observers of the contemporary Middle East.?

Minority advantage was also structurally introduced into economic affairs.
In trying to strike a balance between the global powers, the Ottomans often
offered Britain and France “capitulations” to buy their support. As the Ottoman
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economic system became more integrated with the world economy, Christian
merchants acted as middlemen with Europe, as did Jewish merchants, but to
a lesser degree. Granted that these minorities had a linguistic advantage, but
more importantly, the European consulates bestowed berats upon them. Berats
were part of the capitulatory agreements that gave Ottoman citizens the ad-
vantages extended to merchants of European states in the form of lower cus-
tom duties and tax breaks.’ The advantages gained by minorities, mainly the
Christians, indirectly facilitated the fragmentation of Bilad al-Sham, the house
of many of those who benefited from the capitulations.

Culture and the Collective Identity

The Arab Spring and the Syrian revolution are more than just political up-
heavals, adjustments to the restructuring of the global economy, or the mate-
rialization of regional power realignments. To be sure, these factors do
impinge upon the revolutions and represent structural constrains that both af-
fect their shape and dictate the range of possible outcomes. Nevertheless, the
Arab revolution rests upon the deep-rooted seeds in which collective identities
are anchored and cultural visions are formed. I can touch on this subject only
briefly, and the end of the Ottoman era is a good starting point.

The post-Ottoman era marked the Arab world’s formal introduction to
modernity. Modern development entered the region through social, economic,
and political conditions either created or facilitated by the colonial powers.
Within such a context, we can conceive of two paths of development: the sul-
tanic and the cosmopolitan. The sultanic path was championed by locally le-
gitimate elites who kept or constructed a pseudo-Islamic mantle of governance,
while the cosmopolitan path sought modern and nationalistic anchors for their
legitimacy. Morocco, Jordan, Kuwait, Saudi Arabia, the Gulf emirates, Oman,
and Yemen adopted the sultanic path. Except for Morocco, these countries were
not directly colonized. In fact, some of them had never before existed as sep-
arate political entities; rather, they were created in the shadow of colonial pow-
ers (specifically Britain). But not being directly colonized (Aden of Yemen was
ruled by Britain) does not mean they did not develop within the new colonial
world order. Morocco represents a unique case, as it was formally colonized
and yet had never been part of Ottoman Empire. Other Arab countries — Mau-
ritania, Tunisia, Libya, Egypt, Palestine, Syria, Lebanon, and Iraq — underwent
a more direct form of colonization.

We can detect two patterns here. The conditions of those countries that
were not directly colonized allowed traditional elites to continue leading,
somewhat smoothly, while colonized countries had to construct a totally new
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political order, very much paralleled by significant social realignments. The
difference between the nature of British and French colonial control here is
not insignificant, for the French policy of assimilation in North Africa had
major cultural consequences.

Although not true for all cases, one can say that the more intellectually
vibrant countries followed the second path, that of constructing a modern state
along the model of the colonial power that had seized control of their country.
Generally speaking, the question of Arab national identity became salient in
the post-Ottoman era. While the first path maintained a conservative national
identity, posed as “Islamic,” countries of the cosmopolitan path raised an overt
Arab nationalist identity, anti-Ottoman and anti-Islamic in some cases, along
with considerable elements of secular liberalism. Obviously, Palestine repre-
sented a special case as it was recolonized by a religio-national political order
that claimed ancient historical rights to the area.

What is specifically intriguing and calls for clear explanation is that Bilad
al-Sham remained this Muslim region’s most diverse land. Except for Egypt,
which has a 5% Coptic Christian population,* Arab North Africa had a near
complete Muslim population (Sudan minus the south, now known as the Re-
public of South Sudan, is almost all Muslim). This is also the case with Turkey
and Iran. The emerging picture, then, is that the traditional Muslim centers
had high levels of religious diversity, whereas the population of the surround-
ing land was almost all Muslim.

Contemporary Syria has more than a dozen small religious and ethnic
groups. However, its portrayal as a mosaic country is inaccurate and, at times,
suffers from a deceptive innocence. The country is a mosaic in the sense that
it hosts different living patterns in various locales. Indeed, the locals can even
distinguish between the pattern of one neighborhood and another. Syrians
cherish and respect such differences, and to that end we can speak of com-
munal diversity. But this does not mean that the country has no common
character and national threads — even the casual visitor cannot miss the fact
that Syrian society is just as Muslim and conservative as it is modern. Syrian
culture also has a distinct Mediterranean character. Speaking of linguistic
groups, the majority are Arabs (90%), while the Kurds represent the largest
non-Arab minority. In terms of religion, the Sunni Arabs and Kurds form
74% of the population, while around 16% are Alawite, Druze, and others.
Officially, Christians comprise 10%; some studies, however, report only 5%
due to a high rate of emigration. If we consider Syria and Lebanon together,
the share of Christians increases, whereas the 10% share of Alawites de-
creases. If we include Jordan, the share of Alawites declines® while that of
Christians stays the same.
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The designation “Alawite” should be taken with care. Today, this term
refers to the Nusairi sect that branched off from the Seveners in the third cen-
tury AH, who had, in turn, departed from the Shi‘ah in the middle of the second
century AH. The Shi‘ah maintained the core of Islamic beliefs and practices,
while the offshoot groups did not.® In terms of theology, the Nusairi belief is
a syncretistic theological amalgam of Gnostic, Christian, Muslim, and Zoroas-
trian elements. Yet it is not helpful to think of the Alawites as a religious group;
rather, this term stands for an ethnic group that has a special folk religion. In-
deed, the Nusairis did not develop an extensive theological literature and pro-
duced few prominent religious scholars due to the sect’s relatively small size.
More importantly, the average contemporary Alawite is not versed in religious
meanings beyond what a folk religion can offer: a symbolic collective identity
with minimal normative directives. Their lifestyle and the mundane conditions
under which they live have become far more significant in the modern era.
Nevertheless, this religious designation is a highly important marker, espe-
cially in the current conflict, even if it has little substance.

The new Arab nation-states coupled post-colonial political developments
with intellectual trends as they tried to forge national identities. The idea of
Arabism, which could be contrasted with Turkic nationalism, became attrac-
tive. The nationalistic Young Turks organization had its mirrors in Arab coun-
tries, especially in Greater Syria and Egypt (also Iraq). But what Arabism
means is another question. Its meaning, then and now, ranges from that of a
dimension within an Islamic outlook stressing the Arabs’ central role in Mus-
lim history to that of the nationalism of specific countries and the imagined
communities rooted in a nation-state framework.

Syrian and Lebanese Christians, as well as immigrants from those com-
munities who lived in Europe and the Americas, were specifically prominent
in promoting Arab nationalism. This discourse, however, was riddled with ir-
reconcilable ideas, and the outlook of an “Arab nationalism minus Islam” was
destined to degenerate into a state-specific nationalism. This dilemma was
sharper among the minorities, since any political arrangement larger than those
fragments envisioned by the colonial power placed them in a less visible place
in a Muslim ocean. Thus, different minorities attempted to construct historical
aboriginal identities. If a Coptic identity has high relevance to its Christian
adherents in Egypt, for Muslims a Pharaonic identity has no resonance. This
is similar for a Phoenician identity in Greater Syria.

Pre-Islamic identity anchors were mainly entertained by non-Muslim
groups. Even the Maronite minority of Mount Lebanon, which happily
adopted an ancient claim to identity, could not disparage the religious com-
ponent that went with it. Ironically, this religious component was not that of
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their assumed Phoenician ancestors, but rather a religion indigenous to the
area that nevertheless has connections to the specific colonizer of Lebanon:
Catholicism. Such identities are not suited to serve as a unifying identity for
the region, a region that was empirically dominated by Arab human stock,
Muslim rule, and Arab-Muslim culture.

Although Arab nationalist thinkers came overwhelmingly from a Christian
background, the Christians’ contemporary attitude toward Arabism is becoming
increasingly negative. For Egypt’s Copts and Lebanon’s Maronites, as well as
the Assyrians of Syria and Iraq, calling for an Arab identity has the potential of
becoming imbued with Muslim cultural elements. Thus, it has to be rejected
outright or at least inspected. The alternative anchors of the collective identities
that they seek are comprised of a mixture of three elements: secular ideas and
an unqualified acceptance of European modernity, state-specific local cultural
traits, and a religious set of meanings and belonging (viz., a special Eastern
Orthodox belonging for the Copts, a special East Roman Catholic belonging
for the Maronites, and belonging to the Orthodox Church for the Assyrians.
There are other religious groups, such as Armenians and Protestants).

The identity tensions of Syria’s Muslim offshoot groups, such as the
Alawites, the Druze, and the Isma‘ilis, differed from those of the Christians.
While the rejection or dislike of Muslim cultural hegemony and what came
with it is shared among Christians and these offshoot Muslim groups, the for-
mer showed a clear fascination with the West while the latter exhibited a strong
attraction to Arab nationalism. In the case of the Alawites, their attitude toward
Arabism was intensified after France handed the northwestern region, in which
significant number of Alawites lived, to Turkey. However, as secular Arab na-
tionalism began to fade, the minorities gradually became suspicious of Ara-
bism as it is bound to bring with it Islam, or at least Muslimness. This drove
the Muslim offshoot sects to emphasize a Syrian identity, as opposed to a pan-
Arab identity, similar to what the Christians had erected.

Two notes are relevant at this point. Syrian Christians refuse the designa-
tion of “minority” on the assertion that they are land’s indigenous population.
Certainly, they are well integrated into the society and command an elevated
position within it. As for the average Alawite or Druze, local culture, meaning
a village culture and a folk religion, represent their lived experiences. Such
an existence perpetuates their marginality. However, the basis of their nego-
tiated autonomy eroded after the eclipse of the Ottoman millet system. There-
fore, the Alawites, the Druze, and probably the Isma‘ilis vacillated between
choosing Arab nationalism and a narrower Syrian nationalism, along with a
realization that any larger identification would necessarily bring with it un-
wanted [slamic shadows.
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Furthermore, socialism became very attractive in the post-colonial era, as
was the case in many African and Latin American countries that were part of
the exploited Third World. But Arab nationalism has never been able to clarify
its content. As we will see, Arab Spring has repositioned Arabism within a
larger Islamic context, especially as regards the Syrian revolution, because
the Islamic component of national identity has been denied and violated for
nearly half of a century.

The discourse of the Arab secular elite today still struggles with the re-
gion’s Islamic backdrop. In the past few decades, strands within the Arab na-
tionalist discourse have reformulated their ideas to recognize the Muslim
civilizational milieu by recasting it in an Arab framework. For the majority of
Syrians, who are Sunni, undermining the region’s Islamic background is noth-
ing but a betrayal of their historical identity and that of the larger Arab region
with which they increasingly find common ties and sentiments. In general,
the Arab revolution has made this Islamic identity more salient as people re-
belled against secular regimes bent on purging such identity anchors.

Grievances and Polarizations

All politics are social at base, and Syria’s current turmoil has deep social roots.
Its traditional social order was experiencing tremendous stress. The role of
family notables, the ulama, and the sheikhs of mosques were significantly
shaken by the larger forces of colonization and modernity. The stance of non-
Muslim minorities and their political preferences intensified such pressures.
Marginal groups in society usually pay the highest price when the political
and economic systems come under stress, and this is exactly what happened
both during and right after colonialism. Generally speaking, rural areas were
in a bad shape in the early days of Syrian independence, and the modernist
developmental plans of that time did not pay much attention to them. Such a
situation created incentives for ambitious rural Sunnis to first hail Nasserism
and then the socialism of the Ba’ath Party. But there were extra complications
for other national groups, the Kurds, and the Muslim offshoot groups.
Becoming detached from the Ottoman Empire and passing through colo-
nialism did not simply stand as a political change; rather, it represented a his-
torical juncture at which attempts were made to change the country’s whole
direction and very basis. In spite of all the criticism, the millet system did
allow ample space for ethnic realities to unfold. The Kurds had lived in their
undisputed land for centuries, and this system enabled them to live their local
culture and administer themselves. But after its eclipse, these non-Arabs found
themselves in a vacuum. Their disfranchisement in Syria became more acute
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in the early 1960s after the intensification of Arab nationalism. Some of
ththose who lived in northeastern Syria were denationalized, based on the
claim that they were not truly Syrians but rather Iraqi Kurds who had moved
to Syria. It should be noted that most ordinary Kurds share with other Arab
Sunnis their religious orientation. However, in terms of a political identity,
Kurds represent a classic case of nationalism: an imaginary identity and rich
memories connected to a specific land. Furthermore, this represents a special
case within the Syrian context since it is related to the larger issue of Kurdistan,
a geographical area that stretches beyond the boundaries of Syria. Communist
ideas form the core of radical Kurdish organizations, but popular sentiments
revolve mainly around allegiance to the traditional leadership.

The position of the Muslim offshoot sects tells a different story. As ac-
knowledged by many historians, Islamic civilization showed high levels of
acceptance of the Other, especially the People of the Book. But the Islamic
theological positions and political arrangements devised by the Muslims were
less accommodative of minorities that could not be classified as People of the
Book or had no extensive scriptural writings. That was especially true for
groups that were considered deviant offshoots of Islam itself. The Alawites
and Druze of Greater Syria fit into this ghulat category of syncretism. The
Alawites arrived in the Syrian coastal area a long time ago, while the Druze
lived in a mountainous area in the country’s south. Self-segregation, prejudice,
and developmental plans kept them away from the prosperous urban centers.
Ironically, isolating themselves was both a necessary means to maintain group
identity and a source of continuous marginalization. Under the Assads, how-
ever many of them moved to Homs, Damascus, and other cities, where they
were given low and mid-level governmental positions for simply belonging
to the sect. This reality, along with a total disregard for relevant qualifications,
heightened the conditions for conflict.

In sum, the colonial legacy and the challenges of the early post-indepen-
dence years created conditions that the offshoot Muslim minorities were eager
to exploit and upon which they were ready to project their grievances. We can
recall that the British focused on implanting structural impediments designed
to spell disaster in the future, mainly such as drawing national boundaries that
were incompatible with the realities on the ground. The French focused more
on disturbing the cultural basis of the colonized peoples. Both strategies were
inflicted upon Syria. Indeed, the French colonial project heightened the sense
of grievances among Syrian minorities and groomed some of their leaders. In
1920 the French tried to formally break up the remainder of Syria into four
pieces that lasted only a few years: the State of Damascus, the State of Aleppo,
the Alawite state in the coastal region, and Jabal Druze in the south.
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The Christian minorities who became economically advantaged continued
their journey of success in a culture that valued entrepreneurialism, and thus
their members escaped marginalization or being disliked. Unlike the Kurds
of Damascus and Aleppo who were well-integrated, the Kurds of the northeast
became a forgotten disadvantaged group. Although the larger population did
not resent them, their basic needs were ignored. At this point, it is worth noting
that one of the early Syrian presidents was a Kurd, and that the legendary
Christian leader Faris al-Khori was once the prime minister of Syria. The
country’s internal contradictions were thus not simply ethnic or sectarian, and
an awkward political formation only added to the mix of problems.

Post-Independence Politics

The Syrian Arab Republic with its current boundaries is a modern construc-
tion. Indeed, before World War II there were no independent nation-states
known as Syria, Lebanon, Jordan, or Palestine. The Sykes-Picot Agreement
(1916) between Britain and France created the current boundaries. The frag-
mentation of Bilad al-Sham, the heart of the Muslim land, is well known.
Syria was truncated even further when France carved out the independent
Lebanese Republic and gave the northwestern Syrian province of Iskenderun
to Turkey. Both of these actions deprived the new nation-state of a coastal
stretch of significant economic and strategic value. To the northeast of today’s
Syria, part of the historical land of Kurdistan was incorporated into Syria,
while the rest was divided between Iraq, Iran, and Turkey. The area’s deliber-
ate fragmentation was further accomplished by implanting Israel between the
two lungs of the traditional Muslim world’s center: Egypt and Bilad al-Sham.

New political formations could very well manage the created boundaries
and march toward a new future. However, this usually occurs when two con-
ditions are satisfied: the new political formation develops the nation and raises
the people’s living standards, and also manages to maintain stability in the in-
ternational political order. Neither of these were possible in the case of Syria.
The historical summary introduced above was not one of reminiscence, but a
prelude to highlight structural and cultural misalignments. It is also about a
political design that left open wounds in real life, wounds that materialize at
the level of economics and politics.

Saying that, there is also no doubt that half of a century of the new political
arrangements imposed upon Bilad al-Sham has been long enough to sharpen
specific national identities within the new countries. Furthermore, those coun-
tries were not geopolitically viable in and of themselves and thus had to create
their own dependencies to survive. Obviously, these dependencies were
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formed under the purview of the European colonial powers, thereby creating
a zigzag of dependencies and embedding internationally induced hostilities
among old neighbors. Given this reality, it is no wonder that Syria’s relation-
ships with its new neighbors were abnormal: rivalry with Lebanon, which
does not have enough bases of national sovereignty; enmity with Jordan, the
British ally; competition and enmity with the more resource-rich Iraq; and the
near existential threat of Israel.

The above dynamics explain Syria’s bumpy political road, one that has
led it into the current abyss. A new and smaller Syria won its independence
from France in 1946. Of the sixty-five years since then and until the eruption
of the current revolution, it has spent forty-eight years under solid dictatorship.
The seventeen years of civilian government were not free of military pressure
and of the influence of the more powerful regional actors: the Hashemite Iraqi-
Jordanian axis and the Egyptian-Saudi axis. Nevertheless, Syrian politics con-
tained a large measure of rationality, and those who led the country at that
time were the society’s cultured cream, many of whom had been educated in
the West, mostly in France.

Post-independent Syria witnessed a series of short-lived coups led by mil-
itary generals. The first coup, the first one in the Arab world, is widely believed
to have been a CIA-sponsored undertaking, as the new president immediately
signed onto a softer position toward Israel and allowed the Irag-based Trans-
Arabian Pipeline (Tapline) to end at a Syrian port. The coups reflected the po-
litical restlessness of Syrians at the time. The resulting regimes were relatively
weak and did not have high oppressive capacities. The early Syrian political
system, a modified parliamentary democracy crowned with a sophisticated
constitution, also featured a respected Parliament, regular voting, and peaceful
transfers of power. All of these elements inspire the current revolution.

A Bourgeoning Society with an Edge

The young independent Syria had all the marks of success. Led by learned
personalities who came from prominent families drawn from the major cities
(viz., Damascus, Aleppo, and Homs), the elite’s aspiration for a European-
style government and society, and more specifically a French style, cannot be
missed. The influence of French intellectuals is still evident even today. Like
many of the South’s other newly independent states, the ideas of “progress”
and catching up with the West were unquestionable.

Post-independence confidence caused quality institutions to emerge. En-
trepreneurialism led to the growth of a relatively diversified economy. Agri-
culture secured the food basket of the nation and exported some fine products.
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Light industry focused on textiles, basic medicines, cement, and other basics
as well as consumables. Some relatively large industrial firms offered shares
to be traded publically. Skillful craftsmanship ensured near self-sufficiency
in meeting practical needs, from fixing machines to tailoring durable furniture.
Active trade served other needs and, more importantly, connected Syria to the
rest of the world.

Development on the cultural front was specifically significant. For ex-
ample, the University of Damascus quickly became a reputable educational
institution that was internationally recognized for its academic rigor. The
development in the arts, literature, and print media was impressive. Similar
to other newly independent Arab-speaking states, Arabism loomed large in
the Syrian imagination. The establishment of Israel in the heart of the Arab-
Muslim land also stamped the national consciousness with the sense of a
colonial project that betrays the region’s very identity and conspires against
its essential interests. Nasserism and the idea of Arab unity inflamed the
imagination of all Arabs wherever they lived.

The Syrian intelligentsia made the country a major Arab hub. The Acad-
emy for the Arabic Language, created specifically to preserve and adapt Arabic
to the realities of a changing world, was formed in Damascus before its coun-
terpart in Cairo. Syria enthusiastically sent Arab-language teachers to newly
independent Algeria to counter the French effort to erase the Arabic language
there. The country’s mood was surely nationalistically Arab: proud, deter-
mined, and idealistic but not radical. The idealism of Syrian Arabism reached
its zenith in a rare event in the history of politics: In 1958, Syria’s highly re-
spected president Shukri al-Quwatly resigned in order to form the United Arab
Republic, a new state that combined Syria and Egypt, to be led by Egyptian
president Gamal Abdel Nasser.

This unification was a watershed event. People cried with happiness and
danced in the streets when Syria merged with Egypt. This “unity period,”
however, lasted less than four years. The regime was inaugurated by the sus-
pension of all political activity. For the proud Syrians in major cities, this unity
quickly turned into the imposition of Egyptian bureaucracy over the Syrian
national will, along with the humiliation of its army and the intimidation of
ordinary people by Egypt’s security forces. It also brought the nationalization
of large private enterprises, which only retarded thriving industries, and some
land redistribution. All of this was done under a socialist guise and in the name
of the peasants and laborers. As much as these changes were hated in major
cities, they were admired in smaller towns and rural areas. This period also
brought electricity and running water to some villages. Significant numbers
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of Syrians became ideologically Nasserite, which later gave birth to the
Nasserite Party in Syria. Nasserism accentuated class conflict, mainly a rural-
urban conflict, and paved the way for socialist ideas. Ambivalence toward
Nasserism still lingers in Syria.

This picture of a vibrant post-independence middle-class society could
be sharply contrasted to a different picture in small towns, villages, and rural
areas. Not only did large city centers exploit the economic fragility of agri-
culture at the national periphery, they also did not extend to these people their
due respect, for they did not fit into the new western model of a modern society
that so enthused the city dwellers.

Politics under Ideological Dictatorship

The fact that Syria was able to prosper for seventeen years after its inde-
pendence is rather impressive. Despite scarce natural resources, its people’s
entrepreneurialism managed to make the country reasonably developed.
This happened even as many hands changed in politics. But political ma-
neuverings were almost irrelevant to the ordinary people, who continued
their incessant quest for a better life, something at which they were adept.
This period not only witnessed competitive politics but, most important of
all, a bottom line of rational governance that stands in stark contrast to po-
litical reality under the Ba’ath Party. Under the party, the logic in politics
shifted from pragmatism to ideology under the slogans of Arabism and so-
cialist principles. From day one, its members espoused a Stalinist political
system that concentrated all power in the Ba’ath revolutionary movement
and bureaucracy.

The Ba’ath Socialist Party captured power in a 1963 military coup by ex-
ploiting a power vacuum created by eccentric political competition. Armed
with a leftist revolutionary ideology, a totalitarian system was put in place.
An increasingly oppressive military regime led the country. Ba’ath and
Nasserite nationalist thinkers were left with the choice of rationalizing revo-
lutionary oppression or fleeing abroad for safety.

The Ba’ath Party considered Syria’s early democratic political structure
to be no more than a reflection of the interests of a privileged middle class.
The party’s three main intellectuals, all Sorbonne graduates, believed deeply
in progress and secular Arab nationalism, a vision that they developed into a
revolutionary leftist ideology. It is important to note that the party’s major
thinkers included Zaki al-Arsuzi (1899-1968), Michel Aflaq (1919-89), and
Salah al-Din Bitar (1912-80), men who came, respectively, from an Alawite,
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Christian, and Muslim background. Although they held a common secular vi-
sion and their religious backgrounds were only nominal, these backgrounds
nevertheless were important because they signified identity tensions at the
micro-familial and social levels. These tensions were then reflected at the
macro-national level and as regards the vision for the country.

The Marxist ideal of a comprehensive revolution reflected in Aflaq’s
thought, the “Lenin” of the three intellectuals, asserted “revolutionary social-
ism” and the “party of minority elite,” both of which were necessary to counter
the backward bourgeoisie structure. The party’s civilian leadership readily
sought the help of the military, staffed by many party members, to achieve its
revolutionary goals.” Theoretically, as stated in Article 8 of the new constitu-
tion, the Syrian political system was to be run exclusively under the party’s
political and social leadership. Practically, and after the leftist party went
through intense infighting that included the brutal elimination of internal ri-
valries, the political system was increasingly run by the security forces. The
single anchor of legitimacy became that of being able to suppress any dissent
with a vengeance.

Although Syria did not have large industrial enterprises or vast landown-
ership, the Ba’ath continued the path of nationalization. This resulted in a de-
cline of agricultural vitality and a near collapse of Syrian industries after they
were overstaffed with unqualified party loyalists. The Ba’ath party also went
through significant internal struggles. In its second phase, the party shifted
leftward in an attempt to achieve a more purely Marxist model of society. This
shift was sponsored by the generals who usurped power and enforced a suf-
focating system of governance, one that was associated with an increased
Alawite and Druze influence in the military establishment.

In general, the party’s rise signaled the rise of the minorities entrenched
in the military; its ascendance also helped the offshoot Muslim minorities con-
solidate their power. Although it controlled the state bureaucracy, backed up
by specific leaders in the military, the relationship between the party and the
military was not based on mutualism. Rather, it was a radical ideological drive
that sought to use military power to impose what it wanted. The security
forces, the new order’s third leg, worked with the other two to construct a sys-
tem of oppression. One could safely say that this new order’s operational logic
was also its “undoing.” To undo the bourgeoisie economic order, its parlia-
mentary politics, along with their cultural underpinnings, the new rulers fol-
lowed a course of action that could adequately be described as systematic
corruption and “uncreative destruction.”
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Dictatorship without Ideology

The Ba’ath’s ascendance was not simply that of an ideological group taking
the country by surprise. Rather, there was social basis for such a change of
course. As mentioned before, post-independence upward mobility was mainly
a big city phenomenon limited to Damascus, Aleppo, and Homs. The political
leadership came from these cities, while the towns and countryside continued
their marginality. The socialist mantra partially appealed to segments of the
population that did not have much stake in post-independence development,
which followed the modernization thesis. Those attracted to socialist ideas
were attracted not so much because these ideas offered a crystallized ideology,
but more because of their dissatisfaction with current life chances. But one
should not exaggerate this economic class dimension, since Syria at that time
did not have a sharp feudal system despite the existence of a few landowning
families. To a large extent, Syria was — and remains — a middle-class country.
Indeed, there was another basis for discontent, one that laid the ground for the
current system of dictatorship.

A particular social segment, the Alawites and the Druze, experienced a
double marginality, one that was both social and economic. These offshoot
Muslim groups currently comprise around 15% of the population: the Alawites
represent 10%-12%, while the Druze are around 3 percent.® Both of these syn-
cretic sects formed in the second century AH and espouse an esoteric approach
to Islam. As they did not share the Sunnis’ Five Pillars of Islam or the
|six articles of faith |1, the religious literature of the Sunnis and Shi‘ahs
did not consider them to be Muslim. Consequently, they did not benefit from
the Ottoman millet system. Nevertheless, the early Syrian constitutions explic-
itly stated that the Alawites are Muslims, and President Hafez Assad (1930-
2000) obtained from the Lebanese Imam Moussa al-Sadr, who disappeared
during a 1978 visit to Libya, a fatwa to that effect. This confessional sectarian
basis, however, did not form Syria’s political system as it did in Lebanon; rather,
these sects’ social reality was a major factor in Syria’s future development.

Many of the army’s enlisted men came from these two minorities and the
Isma‘ilis. This trend started before independence, since France formed the
Army of the Levant and actively recruited from those “war able” minorities.
The trend continued after independence, as such a job was a good opportunity
for those who lived in neglected and undeveloped areas. The recruits were
also conscious that they were acquiring power positions in society.

Seven years after the Ba’ath Party assumed power, a new revelation be-
came apparent. While its leaders spoke in the name of the proletariat and many
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of them came from neglected villages and towns, a more cohesive core within
the party was covertly orchestrating the scene. This core, known as the “mil-
itary committee,” consisted of five people: Hafez Assad, Muhammad Omran,
Salah Jadid, Abdul Karim Jundi, and Ahmad Mir. The first three were Alaw-
ites, while the other two were Isma‘ili. This secretive committee was formed
in 1960 during Syria’s political merger with Egypt. Jundi allegedly committed
suicide, and the leftist idealistic Omran, who once led a force to rescue the
Palestinians in Jordan, was exiled to Lebanon and assassinated there. Hatoom,
a Druze, was the leader of a formidable and mainly Kurdish special force, as
well as a reckless defender the committee’s goals; he was later killed after as-
serting himself. When Assad assumed power in his 1970 “corrective move-
ment,” he sent Jadid to prison to die. He soon appointed his younger brother
Rif*at commander of the special force (the Saraya al-Difa‘a) tasked with
watching out for the regime.’

The aforementioned details show the pattern of the struggle for power in
Syria: a sudden shift in power holders from social elites to those on the mar-
gins of the society, followed by the use of sectarianism to consolidate power,
after which the largest non-Sunni sect (the Alawites) became very powerful.
Mobilized by a sense of antagonism, they took advantage of their large num-
bers in the military to politically and otherwise monopolize all positions of
power. Later on, Assad established a more complex basis for political power.

Since Assad was minister of defense, he worked on establishing a three-
pronged political order. First, he reversed the course of the previous left-leaning
administration under the Ba’ath and loosened governmental restrictions on free
trade. Second, conscious of American penetration into the region, he worked
actively to serve the interests of the world’s major players. In the 1967 war
with Israel, he handed over the well-fortified strategic Golan Heights without
a fight. Later in 1976, he responded to the American-European plan and entered
Lebanon on their behalf to neutralize the rising Paletinian power there. The
Syrian Army collaborated in the Tal al-Za‘tar massacre of the Palestinians, and
Syrian forces also participated in Operation Desert Storm in Iraq in 1991. Third,
Assad diversified his base of support by co-opting political aspirants and cre-
ating a shadow political opposition from the remnants of Nasserists, commu-
nists, and Arab nationalists. He also co-opted a few religious figures.

In each of these three dimensions, the Assad regime manipulated two op-
posing poles. On the economic front, a modest opening was coupled with an
empowering of a few Alawites who had no previous economic experience
along with Christian, Shi‘ah, and Sunni businessmen. To balance the American
influence in the area, Assad supporte