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SOME OBSERVffIONS ON THE

SOCIAL ROOTS OF SYRIA'S RULING

MILITARY GROUP AND THE CAUSE
)

S

^Ttheheartofsyria'sregimestandsaclusterofmilitaryofficers.A ;h"";;fiin their hands the crucial threads of power' This much is

.1(-f.;;il;'Heir common military profession, however' does not

explain why they .riru ,os"rher and act in iorr..rr. Far more signi6cant in

this connection is ,#f".I that the ruling element consists at its core of a

close kinship group *rri.n draws suength simultaneously, but in decreasing

inrensity, from a ,rd";';-;;class, ar,"d an ecologic-cultural division of the

people.
Thus'figuringamongtheofficerswhoaredecisivefortheholding

together of the entire power structure, tn order of importance are: Ha6f al-

Asad, the president-oi the Republic and the Commander-in-Chief of the

Armed Forces; Rifar al-Asad, the Commander of Soriyd al-D'ifi" or

Defense Units;Jamil al-Asad, the Commander of a special unh of SariYi al.

Difd, concern.a *iii-rt" security of the 'Alawi communiry; and 'Adntu al-

Asad, commander of sar,i1,i al-$ita'or Struggle co-mpanies' The task of

Saraya al-Difd' *ni.t coriprise'at least 12'000 and possibly as many as

25,000 men, is ,o pro*.i'it regime' They surround Damascus and control

all the access ,oo,.r'iolt " 
c^piti-I. The Sari.yd al-$ira', which embrace some

:,000 men, play 
^ 
,i*ii"t p*tective role' 'id"an is a cousin and Rif'at and

Jamil are brothers J i^Az al-Asad' Two nephews of the President also

occupy sensitive po* i,, the Defense Units' lio"o"t'' a brother-in-law of

Asad, 'Adnin M"khl;f, ;as for several years the Deputy Commander of the

Defense units u,r, i *o*td appear that he was relieved of his post in May

1979.

$afual.AsadandhisbloodrelationsbelongtotheNumailatiyyahsection
of al-Mat6wir"t,, o.re of the four tribes into which most of Syria's 'Aiawls are

divided, the others u.i.g a-Haddidin, al-Khayyatin and al-Kalbiyyah' To

FOR ITS DOMINANCE

Hanna Batatu
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Asad's tribe, al-Mariwirah, belong a number of orher major figures in the
regirne, including Brigadier Muhammad al-Khawli, Adviser to the President,
Chief of Air Intelligence, and Chairman of the Presidential Inrelligence
commimee; Brigadier 'Ali Dfrbah, the head of Military Intelligence;Briga-
dier 'Ali Aqlin, the Deputy chief of staff and the chief of the Bureau of
Milirary operations and rraining;and Major General'Ali $alih, command-
er of the Air Defense Forces and the Missile corps. Incidenrally, 'Abd al-
IJalim Khaddam, the Depucy Premier and Minister for Foreign Affairs, who /
is Sunni, married in lg)4 a woman from al-Haww6sh, a family that provided
the chiefs of al-Matawirah in bttoman times.rTo the same ribe belongs, in
all probabiliry, a considerable number of the noncommissioned officers and
rank-and-file of sardyd al-Difd and sardyd.al-$ird'. The members of these
units, which were formed in l97l and 1973 respectively, were chosen wirh
extreme care and it seems unlikely that preference in selection would not
have been given ro men with close mibal links to fldfrq al-Asad. Many of
them are even said to be from his birth place, the village of eardnlrah.

But of course, Asad does not rely exclusively on his own tribe, which
constitutes only about one-fifth of the million or so 'Alawis of Syria, or 2.j
per cent of its toral population, and can provide only a thin basis for his
power. His reliance on the 'Alawls generally is clear from orher significant
military appoinrments. Thus yfinis y[nis, commander of the Ninrh Ar-
mored Division, is from the tribe of al-Haddddin. Again, Tawf'rq al-Jahani,
who headed the First Armored Division from 1971 to 1978, is from the
Raslan section of al-Kalbiyyah. Moreover, 'Ah umrin, who commanded
until recently one unit of the Special Forces, is from al-Khayyngin. A reserve
regime-shielding unir, rhe Special Forces, comprises from ),000 to 8,000
commandos and parachutisrs and is led by 'Ali Haydar, who, according to an
'Alawl source, belongs to the 'Alawi tribe of al-$addadin but, according to a
Shi'i source, descends from a landed shi'i family of Salamiyyah rhat in the
past employed members of the Asad family on its farms in eardahah.

There are other military 'Alawis of consequence, such as lbrahim f{asan,
the Chief of staff of the Air Force, or 'AliJa' ja', rhe commander of rhe Third
Armored Division, but their :l.ibal affiliation could nor be determined.

A note of caurion is in order here. To asseft that Asad depends for his
power'upon his tribe or his co-religionists is not ro asserr that Asad is
necessarily tribal or sectarian in his outlook or motives or in his economic or
political line of conduct. r$(lhile some of Asad's policies-for example, his
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SYRIA'S RULING GROUP 1))

grants of land in the plain of al-Ghab to peasants from the 'Alawi Moun-
tain-have been at least partly affected by his'Alawi bacfuround, broader
considerations have been at rhe basis of other actions taken by his regime. In
illusuation one could cite Asad's limited economic "open door" policy
(consult p. 340) or his decision to cooperate with Egypt in preparing for, and

evenrually waging, the war of October 1973.
To this another word must be appended in clarification. As far as political

decision making is concerned, only two men are crucial in Syria's regime:

Hafe al-Asad and his brother Rifat. In this sense whatever control other
men have over the lives and behavior of Syrians is not fundamental but
derivative; it springs from their relationship or loyalty to one or the other or
both of the Asad brothers. This is true of the Sunnis who occupy
conspicuous posts in the regime, such as Premier 'Abd al-Ra'irf al-Kasam or
Minister of Defense Mustafa flis, They clearly draw their authoriry from
$a6g al-Asad and have no power base of their own.

II

In order to throw more light on the nature of the social support of Syria's
military rulers, it is appropriate at this point to say aword or rwo about the
'Alawis.

Until recently the 'Alawi community was in an objective sense a sect-class.

In its province of origin, the province of Latakia, which is in the north-west
of Syria, there was at least until the late 1 95 0s, a close although not complete
correspondence between the sectarian and ecologic-class divisions. To a

preponderant degree the urban population was Sunni, the rural populadon
'Alawi. In the plains to the west, south and east of the 'Alawi mountains the
most numerous and poorest peasants were invariably 'Alawi. They cultivated
the soil for the relatively middling Christian and Sunni landowners from the
towns of Latakia, jablah, and Banyis, as well as for the big Sunni proprietors
of $amnh and al-Akknr.

The 'Alawis were the food-producers of many of these parts for cenruries.
As long ago as L3L7 , in the days of the Mamlfiks (as can be read in the pages

of Ibn Baggugah), the Sultan at Cairo, having learned of a violent uprising by
'Alawis in the district ofJablah, ordered that they be put to the sword. "But
these people," urged the Chief of the Amirs of Tripoli in protest, "work the
land for the Muslims and if they are killed, the Muslims will be enfeebled."2
The rebels were thus spared on account of their vital economic function.

2. IbnBatdtah,Tuh.fetal-NuqparfiGbera'ibal-Ams.irua'AjA'ibal-A{ar(TbeGenoftheObscners,of
tbe Maruels of Cities ooiloo*r1t1,'Arabic text edited by C. Defremery and B. R. Saoguinetti u:rder the
title Volages-d'lbn Ba7nia and aanotated by Vinceot Monteil (Paris, 1968), p. 179; aad Reni Dussaud,

Histoire ct religior &t Nosairit (Paris, 1900), pp. 2)-24.
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The lot of the'Alawls was never enviable. Under the ottomans they were

abused, reviled 
"nd 

gro.rnd down by exactions and' on occasions' their

women and children lld into captivity and disposed of by sale.r In the plains,

even in villages, ,n", i"J orr.. b.longed to them' the'Alawl peasants worked

as mere m*ri.bi,s,that is, they were auo*ed only one-fourth of the proceeds

of their labor.a A large number of their originaliy masltA'or.collectively held

villages, with appert'uinirrg lands and livestock, passed in the course of the

nineteenth century into 
-the 

hands of christian or Sunni merchants or

notables through legal manipulations and other unfair practices'' Their

income became ,o li"rg.*heir yearly share in the closing decade of

ottoman rule in the disrricr of Jablah was, according to.a contemporary

esdmate, as low as 6ve and ,,o higher than ten Turkish liras6-that

freq,r..rily in desperation they seized fa* of the crop or refused to pay the

assessed state tax, thus inviting the wrath of the law' \trile have here but

another confirmation of the olJ *uth to which Rousseau gave expression:
.,the law is always useful to rhose who possess and harmful to those who have

nothing." The conditions, even of the more independent and less downtrod-

den .Alawl peasanrs in trre inaccessible mountainous regions became so

deplorable that they developed after vorld war I the practice of selling or

hiring out their daughters ti affluent townspeople. Some were sold in their

childhood for life as servanrs but most were, for an agreed price, merely

indentured, so to say, for a given period of time'7

It is such conditio.s, whiJ scariely improved under the French mandate

or in the por.ind"f"ndence period-the average daily income of the

peasants in 1938 *^i orrly abo,rt 22 Syrian piastres while the daily cost of

iiuing per capita was approximately 50 piastress-that drove the 'Alawls to

.ntoil ln great numbers in the state's armed forces'

DespitJ their vulnerability and sunken status, the 'Alawls for long did not

pr.r.ni a cornmon front. There were several reasons for this. For one thing,

ih.y *.r" split into tribes, as already noted' Fo1..an-other' they were

religiously a;viaea into shamsis, Qamaris and Murshidiyyin' The shamsis (a

derivative of sbans or sun, the astral symbol of Mulammad), a secdon of

detribalized 'Alawls, form a minority in Syria and are said to pay more

,-* ,* *.'"."tioned poinr, see, for example, Shaykh 
.Abd al.Razziq al.Bitar. Hilvat al-Bashar fi

rdrikb at-earn at-rbatith 

^;;;;iii;b*o*,,, 
if u.oi'i)',;,;;i;r";i ir,, ri,;i,,i,t'r, cenrurl' of the

Hijrab), Part III (Damascus, 1963), pp- 1600-1601' 
-

4. Jacques 
rWeulersse, t'irti iitTt"iiit".Tome.l (Tours' 1940t' pp' 2-24-22.1'

). Muhammad an.,in c#i['^r |)*ii.il|,er')-iiliit, irt, Hi:tir1 of the'Alauist. (Beirut, 1966),

O'LO9^OO^r"n 
flanne, Al-Qa/iyat al-Zirn'iyyah wa al-Harakat al-Faltal2itvah fi Srtrina rta 

-Lalnnn,
lB2O-1920 (The Agrarian Question and tbe Peasant Ur,-iir"ii in S,ria oni'Lb"'on' 1820-1920t' Part I

(Beirut, l9'/5), p. 141.
7. .Abd-ul-Lagif Yunis, Tbautrat a!-shatkh $alib al-'Ak ('"fhe Revolt of Shavkh $alih al-'Ali')

(Damascus, 2nd edition, n.d')' p' 178'

8. 'Abdallah flarnnd, op. tii., pu. ll, 1920-1945 (Beirut' 1978\' p' 49'
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reverence to rhe Propher Mulrammad than to'AlI, his cousin and son-in-law.
The majority section, the Qamaris (after qdnar ar moon, the astral symbol of
'Ali), allegedly regard 'Ali as the nza'na or "meaning" of the divinity. The
Murshidiyyin split off from rhe Qamaris and are followers of Sulayman al-
Murshid. A humble shepherd, al-Murshid claimed propheric powers in lg23
at the age of 17 *d on that account and for seditious proclivities suffered
death at the hand of the authorities some 20 years later. His sect atrracted
many adherents and spread widely among the tribe of al-Khayyi.rrn. Presi-
dent Asad's sect, the traditional Qamaris, is led by Sulayman al-Ahmad, who
is usually referred to as "the Bedouin of the Mounrain" (Badauti al-Jabal)
and carries the official title of "servant of the Prophet's Household" (Khadin
Abl-il-Bay). He has his cenrer at Qardahah, Asad's village, and belongs to
Asad's section, the Numailatiyyah, of al-Matiwirah tribe.

It should be mentioned parenthetically thar the leaders of the 'Alawls
deny any connection or affinity with astral gnosticism or other deviations
from'conventional Shi'ism. In a formal proclamation issued in 1973, 80
religious personages, represeoring the various parts of the 'Alawi country,
unqualifiedly affirmed rhat their book is the Qur'an, that they are Muslim
and Shi'i, and, like the majoriry of Shi'is, Ithni, 'Ashariyyah or Twelvers, thar
is, partisans of the l2 imams, and that whatever else is attribured to them has
no basis in truth and is a mere invenrion by rheir enemies and the enemies of
Islam.s In this connecrion, it is significant that when General $alatr Jadid,
Syria's 'Alawi strongman in the second half of the 1960s, voiced apprehen-
sions at the rise of sectarian feelings in the coun$y and his Ismi'IlI Minister
of Information, Sd.ml-f -Jundi, su-gested, as an answer ro the problem and a
check to the suspicion nursed by the other communities, rhe publication of
the secret books of the 'Alawl secr, Jadid sharply reioined: "If we did this,
our shaykhs would crush us."ro

The'Alawis were divided not only from the religious or tribal srandpoints
but also in a geographical sense. There was, 6rst, the division between the
'Alawis of the Mountain and the 'Alawis of the plains. The latter, although
originally from the Mounrain, had in time become less spirited, less
hardened, and more submissive than the montane 'Alawis. But more
conducive to the weakness of the 'Alawi peasants generally was the fact that
they tended to be thinly scamered. None of their villages v/as very large. For
example, in the 1930s in.rhe plains rhe average 'Alawl village counted
berween 100 and 2!0 inhabitants.ll

9. The'ilann'of the Islamic 'Aiawi Sect in the Syrian Arab Republic and in lrbanon, Al-'Alauiyfin.
Man Htm wa Mn'Aqidatthtm (The'Ahu,it. tVha are Tbq and Vhat are tbeir Beliefs?), undated aod
unplaced, pp. 6-7, 16-20, and 27 -

10. Samid-Jundi, Al-Ba'th (Beirut, 1969),pp. 144-1$.
11. Jacques lifleulersse, b Pay d.et Ahotitet, l, p. 239.
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Recently the 'Alawis have also become economically more sharply

stratified. In the onoman period the economic distance between their

p.rr"n., and religious and administrative chiefs-tbe sbaykbs a;nd m*qad'
'dr*r-.*u 

not *id. or pronounced. Their conditions did not become more

markedly unequal in the 6rst half of this century. However, since their rise

ro power, an upper class has been differentiatiog itself from the rest of the

community ani, within the ranks of this class, even a group of millionaires,

*oirrg rici, from fat commissions on state contracts, has reared its head. This

*"y o-nd., certain circurnstances weaken the attachment to the regime of the

least favored segments of the secr. Significantly enough, h 1969 when
.Alawi peasanrs launched a rising in the Ghab disrict over debts owed to the

igri.oir"ra Bank, the'Alawi *1.* did not sympathize with them but put

them down by force.
AII these divisive factors-tribal, religious, geographical and economic-

explain in parr (there are also personal elements and oew ideological

iniuences ai play) the factionalism that 'Alawl politics has exhibited since

1963. But working for cohesion ar the present luncture is the strong fear

ii*,Alawis of-eoery rank that dire ionsequences for all 'Alawis could

.nru. frorn an overthrow or collapse of the existing regime'
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syria,s ruling group does not or did not draw strength merely from the

Uaia*iratr tribetr the 'Alawi community but also, as stated at the outset'

from an ecologic-cultural division of the Syrian people'

The divisio* b.n*..r, town and country or between the main cities and

the country towns z13e very old social and cultural divisions and, historically,

their interests have tended to be intrinsically at variance. For long the

f."r"n6 lived at the mercy of the cities. From their standpoint, the cities

obt"in.d benefits and brought only iniury. The cities, especially the capital,

symbolized for rhem the foreign ruler, the kapi kalus-the imperial janis-

slies-the gendarmes and theiax-collector. Moreover, men from the cities

owned theiivillages or, if they did not own them, conrolled the markets in

which rhey had to sell their produce. over and above tfiis, in recent times

the main cities have increasiigly been attracting to thenllglves much of the

energy and wealth of the pop.riation and have been growing rapidly at the

expense of the rest of the countrY.- 
ito* people of rtiral origins or from country tov/ns feel towards the

capital city ii reflected in their common descriptions of its inhabitants' They

r.g"rd the Damascenes as grasping, inhospitable, imperious and disdainfully

pr"o,rd. ,,The Damar..rra ,iar.irr*," they maintain, "v/ilI extfact profit even

from his father." They also gloar over the old saying: "Every Damascene has

distinction but is also ignoil e" (kalb sbanf flhi 'alAmab uta fthi h'amah)'
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The peasanrs r€currently sought to liberate themselves from the'influence
of the cities. There were, for example, risings by 'Alawis under indigenous
chiefsin 1806, 1811, 181r, 1844,1812, 18rr, 1818, 1918-1921 arl.d1935.
But these risings were isolated and localized and, therefdre, historically
ineffective. Of deeper structural consequence were the struggles that took
place within tbe dties berween the chief representatives of urban Power on
the one hand and former peasants or former counry people oo the other.
Connected with these struggles is a phenomenon that repeats itself: rural
people, driven by economic distress or lack of securiry, move into the main
cities, settle in the ourlying districts, enter before long into relations or forge
common links with elements of the urban poor, who are thetrselves often
earlier migrants from the countryside, and toJether they challenge the old
established classes.

Thus, ,5. ss'ggles, that broke out from time to time in the eighteenth
and the 6rst third of the nineteenth cenrury betweeo the troops of the
governors and the zarbautat (the disadvantaged and refractory mass of the
yrliyya or local ianissaries) in Damascus, or between the esbriif (the
claimants of descent from the Prophet) and the counterpzut of the zarbAutat

in Aleppo, were, in their more serious aspects, strugglss between, on the
one hand, the dominant families, who lived in the inner parts of Damascus or
Aleppo and held most of the surrounding villageq and, on the other hand,

the men of the people from the outer part of these cities, who were largely
former peasants or former bedouins and constituted the cities' menial
workers or artisans of inferior standing.l2 For a time the zarbautar and their
leaders gained the ascendancy, at least in their own districts, if not over the
entire city, as at Aleppo. [n Damascus, in the words of a contemporary
chronicler, "they all spoke with one tongue as if they were a soul in one

body" and their chiefs gathered such strength that they defiantly boasred: "If
ten pashas came to us, accompanied by the Sultan, we would take no account
of them and would tear their tails with our 4abanias."rl The ascendancy of
these forces was shortJived by reason of the intervention of the Ottoman

12. The yiliyaiad their strongholds in the districts of al-Maydan and S&q Serfiiain Damascusand
Binq[sa 

"ni 
gaL an-Nayrdb and t-heir extensions in Aleppo. These districts were largely iohabited by

peopie. of rural or nomadic origins. For this and the points in the text, consult Atrmad al-Budayri al'
l!ililq, flau,adith Dimashq al-Ydu,mi1yah, 1154-I 176 A.H. (The Daifi Eacnts of Damatctt. 174l-1762)'
as rerised by Muhammad Sa'id al-Qisimi and edited bv Ahmad 'Izzat'Abd al-Karim (Cairo, l9r9), pp-

tB,$,66-i0,7i-78,97-98, tZl-12g,197,200,202,and211-217; Mulrammad Khalil al-Muradi, S/t
al-'Dttier fi A;yn al-Qan ol-Tbani 'Athar (Thc S*ing of Pearls or tbe Biography of thc Notables-of thc

Twelfth tentirl of tbi Hijrah),III (Cairo, t88l), pp. 90 aod 286-287; B[lus Qara'li, ed., AlayVttt
Haqtidith Hahb ii al-Nid al-Aunual nin el-Tati' 't*bar (Tbe Most lmportant Etents of Akppo in tbe Firtt
Half of the'19th Centuryi, based on a manuscript by Bulus Arirtin, Maronite Bishop of Aleppo_, 1788-
tsjoiCairo, n.d.), pp. J6 and i8; and Herbirr L. Bodman, Politieal Factiou in Alcpp, 17@-1826
(Chapel Hill, 196l), pp. )'7-64 and 100-102.

ll. Al-Muradi, Siii al-Dwar, III, p. 286; and al-Budayri al-Hilaq, flattadifi Dinashq, p' 69' A
qabanja is a type of pistol.
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government but the underlying tensions they represented have remained a

factor in Syrian Politics.
In receni timei the most serious urban-rufal clashes also occurred within

the cities*in the 1960s within Aleppo, Damascus and Hamih, and in 1979-

1981 wirhin f{amih, Aleppo and Iatakia. At the bottom of much of the

anger of the 
-flamawis, 

*-ho p,r, up rhe fiercest opposition against the

e*Istirrg regime, is the fact thatiince 1966 Syria': yler: lrave been ltilgng
ao*n i...ints from the 'AlawI Mountain da giVi.Erqhfrn,tiii" io l"idi i"
the veiy rich and r".e"Uy tl*.t"pid pfain of ii-CiiaU- *t iiti lita f*;dlv
beel;inlthe pbssession oi*eaiUy'or influintial pe.ople from Hamih' In the

ctashes'in ihis as in the orher cides, in ,f,"rp l"n.r* to the ;;;il" of the

urban-rural conflicts of past centuries, the country people clinched a more

.njo.irrg, if unstable, ui.,ory by virtue of their deep penetration of the

t'il:inlTi;re, 
in the rong-drawn conflict berween ciry and country, the citv

has Leen more and *ori or.rrhadowing the countryside and growing in

size, power and significance, the original city people themselves have been

falling under. Even so the city is having the final say, inasmuch as the country

p"opl., who are on the top of the heap now, are themselves being urbanized

and transformed into citizens.

IV

can one adduce more concrete evidence in support of the generalization

that Syria's regime depends heavily on people of rural origins?

In 1968, in an internal publicarion,l4 the Ba'th command provided the

following figures on the social composition of the Ba'th Party:

Social Category Full Members
(Per cent)

Candidates
(Per cent)

![orkers
Peasants
Students
Employees
Teachers
Others

t2
L6
20
32
t6
4

r4
28
32

7
4

1'

100 100

14. Ihe National Command of the Socialist Arab Ba'ch Party (Syria), Al-Taq.lir al-Tan4imi li al-.

nrL,i*r-"t-d*ii oLtrr;ttroa'i al-'Atbar (Tbe Organizational Repirt o/ tbe Extrzordinary Tenth Nationzl

Contnts), Damascus, 1968.
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Of course, these statistics are not conclusive as to the oature of the suppoft
of the regime in the year in question. They are silent about rhe proportion of
workers, studen$, employees and teachers who are from a rurd back-
ground.

There are, however, other indications. In the first place, there is the frank
admission by Ba'rhis or ex-Ba'this that Damascus has never been a Ba'thi
stronghold and that the pamy's support there was drawn essentially from
rural-based srudenrs and teachers.r, Secondly, in the last comparatively free
elections held in Damascus, those of 195L, the Ba'thi candidate received
from the ciry's inner disuicts of 'Amirah and Qaymariyyah only 17.4 per
cent and 17 .7 per cent of rhe vores respectively, but 3 I .5 per cent, 3 1.7 per
cent, and as high as 49.1 per cent of the votes from, severally, the capital's
neighboring villages of al-Qadam,Kfar S0sah and Dummar-Kiwin.r6 More-
over, there is the telling fact that in the 1960s and in the last twelve months
or so the governmenr had on occasion to bring in peasants from the
countryside to counter the demonstrations and strikes that broke our in
flamih, Aleppo and Damascus. Ir is also significant thar, out of the 600 or so
members of the Ba'rh's Nadonalist Guard in Syria's capital in L964, only 12
were Damascenes.IT

Over and above this, it is clear that since 1963 the Ba'th regime derived
support at one point or anorher not only from the rural-inclined 'Alawi
military element but also from one or the other, or from all, of three other
major army groups of rural background, the Druze group of Jabal al-'Arab,
the Sunni group of $awrin, and the Sunni group of Dayr d-Zur.

In fact, almost all the Sunni officers'who rose to conspicuous miliary
positions during the Ba'thi period hailed from counrry towns or rural areas
or from city disricts inhabited by former peasants. Thus, Mfrsa al-Zu'bi,
Chief of the Missile Corps in 1965-1966, and Alrmad Suwaydini, the Chief
of Staff in 1966-1967, are from the flawrin. NajiJamil, the Commander of
the Air Force from l97l to 1978, is from Dayr al-Zur. gikmat Shahibi, the
present Chief of Sraff, is from al-Bab and the Minister of Defense, Mqgafa
flns, is from Rastan. Again, Amin d-HafiZ, who played a leading role in the
Ba'th regime from 1963 to 1966, hails from Bab al-Nayrib, an oitlying
quarter of Aleppo inhabited by people of rural origin (and in rhe first rhird
of the nineteenth century, interestingly enough, by members of the yerliya
corps).

In view of the fact that the city people, and in particular the members of
the professions and the commercial and industrial middle and lower middle

15. See, for example, Semi-!-Jundi, Al-Ba'tb, p. )8.
16. The percenages are based on the detailed results ofthe elections provided in MadhaAirrat Kbalid

al-'AEn (The Memoirs of Kbnlid al-'Aazl, Volume III (Beirut, 1972), p. 222.
17. Conversation, December 1964, with a knowledgeable member of rhe Ba'th Pary who did not

wish to be identifed.

100



classes in Damascus, Aleppo, Iatakia, H"tnuh and $ims' form a very

significant element ir, ."i*, not only of numbers but also of skills'

education, administrative competence and economic saaoir faire, the neglect

of their inrerests by the Ba'thleaders in the 1960s, through the application

of insufficiently considered socialist measures, and the fierce hostility that

this aroused, exposed rhe Ba'th regime to great perils' It is the realization by

Asad of the necessity of moder"rlng the irban-rural conflict that formed a

pri*ipa point of strength of his gor..n*.rrt in the L97Os. By propitiating

the urban middle classls, through the adoption of a limited "open door"

.conomic policy, Asad added tJ the durability of his regime' This policy

explains to no limle degree why the Damascenes, its main beneficiaries' did

oo, loin, in any serioui lnanner, in the violent urban risings of 1979-198L

agarrst isad's gorn.rn,o.nt. But also at play in their relative quiescence is the

fact that the Damascenes have become a minoriry in their own city, largely

by virrue of the grrii 
^igr^rory 

waves from the countryside: the population

of Damascus grew froi 345i17 in 196118 to about 1'2 million in 1981'

Moreover, ,t " 
,,",., *frif" p"yi.g insufficient a$ention to the economy of

Aleppo oi g^-ah, i"r i"""1v in"vested in the infrastrucrure of the capital'

over and above this, rhe cornmercially-minded Darnascenes, who essentially

Jesir. Erearcr rr..i* of pro6t-making under conditions.of comparative

stabilitf, do not see in Syria"s political hlrizon any acceptable alternative to

the present pragmatic partly statist partly capitalist system'
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---.-..-=-ls.GreatBritain,theBoardofTrade,sryria'Rmieu,ofCommercialConditianslg5l_1952(loodoo,
1952), P. 4.

V

vhat made possible the political dominance in syria of the'Alawi military

element when the membeis of their community add up to less than one-

.ish,t, of the population of the country? Leaving aside two general explana-

,o"rv i".,o.r-tt. frug-.n,",ion of the. social structure and the political

ineifectiveness of ,t,."*r* of Syrians-the question resolves itself into one

of determining what made possible the decisive control by the 'Alawi

military of the Syrian armed forces'- r1|( it must te ,nade clear that on the level of the officer corps the

'Alawis, contrary to a widespread impressionl wer: not as important

numerically as the s"r*ir prio, ,o 1963-. They derived mgch of their real

strength from the lower ranis of the army. In an arithmetical sense, they had
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a plurality among the common soldiers and a clear preponderance among the
non-commissioned officers. As early as 19J1, afrer the assassination ol rhe
Deputy chief of Saff'Adnin al-Meliki by Sergeant yflsuf 'Abd al-Karim, an
'Alawi member of the Parti populaire Syrien, colonel .Abd al-flamid al-
sarrij, chief of the Intelligence Bureau, discovered to his surprise that no
fgwer than 6J per cent or so of rhe non-commissioned officers belonged ro
the 'Alawi sect.re How can one account for this state of affurs?

one factor, rhar is frequently broughr up in this connection, is the
minoriry-oriented policy pursued by the French from lgll to 194i. It is
indeed true that out of the eight infantry battalions in rhe Troupes Spiciales
seming in Syria under the French mandare, rhree consisteJ entirely or
substantively of 'Alawis and none were Sunni Arab in composition. It is also
true that out of the .12 cavaby squadrons on which dara are available, only
one, the 24th, consisted of rural sunni Arabs from Dayar at-hfu and al-
Raqqah and two others, the 2lst and the 2)th, comprisedsome Sunni Arab
elements from the ribe of shammar or from the towns of Idlib and F.Iims.
All the other units were drawn from the Druzes, circassians, Iiurdi,
Assyrians, Armenians or Isma'ihs.2o

- 
However, rhe pre-independence character of the trfty, that is, its

character prior to 1946, cannot accounr for im l96j or its present composi_
tion, at least in any decisive sense. The reason musr be obuio,.,s. ln TgGl
Syria had standing armed forces of abour 6r,0AO,2t and now has nearly a
quarter of a million men under arrns, whereas rhe Syrian contingent of itre
Troupes Spdciales that it inherited from the French in L946 counted only
7,0.00, and was by 1948 reduced to 2,j00 men,22 because the ruling landed
and mercantile families of the day regarded rhe contingenr as roo large and
too frnancially burdensome. (Incidentally, the fact Just cired does not
support the notion so often heard that Syria at that time harbored aggressive
intentions against rhe Jewish community in palestine. \tr7hen one harbors
aggression, one prepares for it and rhe decrease of one's armed forces from
7,000 to 2,500, in a period when the Palestine question was approaching its
highest point of crisis, is scarcely a sign of hostile preparation.) it any ,"r", i,
is clear thar the srong foothold of rhe 'Alawls in the Troupes Sp6ciales
cannot explain their present dominant influence in the army.

A more significant causal facror thar was at work as relenrlessly in the posr-
independence period as under the French was rhe depressed econtmic
condition of the 'AlawIs. Enough has been said abour this subject in the

i9. Tbd al-gamid al-Sarrij, conversarion, April 19g0.
20. I am indebted for the details relating to the composition of the Troupes Sp6ciales to Professor R.

Bayly !flioder, w!9 klndlv provided me with a copy of an unpubLished p"p.r on ihe subiect prepared by
him in March 1959. Pages l4-l), ofthe paper haue reference.

21. Tbc Ncu YorA Tina, April 26, 196r.
!2. Jayh al-Sha'b (The Arml of the peophl,_Damascus, No. g9t-y)6 of August 3, 1971, p. 10.
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foregoing pages. Also relevant ,rs an explanation for the superior numerical

*.igh, oi it 
"'Alawis, 

at least zunong the rank-and-file draftees, is the matter

of tt e bad.al ("financial substitute"). Prior to 1954 Syiaos were permitted to

buy exemption from military service for the sum of 500 Syrian pounds.23In

1964 the- practice was severely restricted and rhe badal raised to 2,000

pounds foi holders of college degrees, 1,000 pounds for secondary school

lrado"tes, and 600 pounds fot oth"t Syrians.2a In 1968 the ma:rimum bad'al

ias increased to $3,000 and more fecently to as high as $r,000, and must

now be discharged in hard currency.2t ln the 1950s and 1960s, however, the

Sunni of the cities, no matter how humble in condition, could as a rule afford

to part with 500 or 600 Syrian pounds to avoid one and a half or rwo yeT rs of
compulsory service. But ior the peasants, especially the'Alawis, 100 or 600

pot ndr represented the value of several seasons of arduous labor' More-

over, peasants were seldom free from debt-

Uldmately, however, it was the rise of the 'Alawis to dominance in the

officer corps that assured their decisive control of the armed forces' In this

regard what above all worked to their advantage was the fact that, whereas

the 'Alawi officers were overwhelmingly of rural origins, peasant extraction'

common regional provenance, and, *ter 195), Ba'thi in persuasion, the

Sunni officeis were hopelessly divided in political, regional and class terrns'

Thus, the Sunni officers were clearly differentiated into urban and rural

officers. Among the urbanites the rnost active and the mosr politically

distinguishable were the Damascenes and the flamawis' among the country

officeis the groups of Dayr al-Zur and the $awrin. The Damascenes were-in

part Nngirites but identified themselves mostly with the Secessionists, who

iepresented a m ze of discordant elements, tanging from groups with roots

in the affiuent landed, commercial and industrialist parts of society, to

Muslim Brethren, socialists and independent leftists from the middle and

lower middle classes. The flamawis largely sympathized with socialist-

minded Akram Hrlrini and partly with the old elite. Some of the officers

from Dayr al-ZAr and the flawrin were Ndgirites, but most threw in their lot
with the Ba'th Party.

By virtue of these divisions in the ranks of the Sunni officers-and I am

here simplifying somewhat a very complicated situadon-sunnis of one

persuasion ended up purging sunnis of another persuasion, or low or middle

class Sunnis foined with'Alawis or Druzes in purging upper class Sunnis, or

rural-orient
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23. Article I of Decree No. 746 issued on October 24, 1951, by Syria's Ministry of Natiooal Defense'

t[fiiii'iiilt*itoit; oiir*naiiti, ot-Sa,,yah (Tbe Olfcial Gazette of the Svrian Repttblic), No' 69

of November 12, 195), p. 1126.
24. Article 7 of Decree NL. J: or ur. ch 4, 1964, issued by the chairman of the Nationd Council of

the Revolutionary Command, Al-Jeridat al-Rasmiyah ' , No' 10 of 1964' p' 249)'

2j. Article 2 of Decree tto. Z JfJ"n,r"ry tO,Yjig,A,t-lafid4t dl-Rdrmiiya6. . ' , No.49 of November

21, t978, p. 117.
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rural-oriented Sunnis joined with 'Alawis and Druzes in purging ciry-based
Sunnis . In political terms, the Secessionis$, the $Erinists, the Nlgirites,
the group of the independent Ziyad $ariri, and the suppofters of the Ba'thi
Amin d-HafiZ were successively purged between March 1963 and February
1966 and, with every puge, the Sunnis in the officer corps decreased in
number and significance. A blow in September L966 arylunst the Druzes-
the group of Salim $ng[m-and a blow in February L968 against the
remaining bloc of rural SunniF-the f,Iawrin group of Alrmad Suwaydini-
left the 'Alawi officers in clear command of the field.

In this struggle the 'Alawi officers were greatly aided by their control of
the Military Section of the Ba'th Pamy. This came about largely as a result of
the fact that officers from their sect constiruted the core of the Ba'th Secret
Military Commimee which took shape in Cairo in L959, served soon after as

a center of atraction for disaffected Syrian officers, and eventually played a
leading role in pulling off the military coup of March L9$.

The control by the 'Alawis of the Ba'th Military Section enabled them, in
the first place, to act as Ba'this rather than as 'Alawis. But this observation
must be qualified. The'Alawi officers were not all the time acting conscious-
ly as 'Alawis. They were, it must be remembered, also people of rural and
humble origins and acting as such, that is, acting according to the instincts
and tendencies that their structural situation engendered. At any rate, by
dint of their control of the Ba'th Military Section, they were able to regulate
the admission into the military academies and to shuffie and reshuffie the
commands of military units in manners answering to their purposes. They
did this at first-in the second quarter of L963-with caution but deter-
minedly after July 1963 and more so from February 1966 onwards.
Moreover, by virtue of a tactic devised during the secessionist period-the
period from 1961 to 1963-the tactic of planting Ba'this in clandestine
military organizations of every coloring, they were kept posted on the
intentions and plans of all their rivals.

Also greatly conributing to their eventual triumph was the fact that they
concentrated upon, and succeeded in gaining control of, powerful striking
units that were of direct relevance to the making and unmaking of military
coups, that is, such units as air squadrons, missile detachments, and armored
brigades in or around the capitd, not to rnentioo intelligence and counter-
intelligence forces.

Of course, many Sunnis are still in the officer corps but, if they are
important, they are imponant not as a group but as iodividuals and more in
the professional than in the political sense.

VI
It remains to point out how remarkably similar, in their basic outlines, are

the characteristics of Syria's ders to those of Iraq's governing element,
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despite the different balance of ethnic and sectarian forces in the two

countries (5 3 per cent of lraq's population are Shi'i Arabs, 20 per cent Sunni

Arabs, and 18 per cent Sunni Kurdt, whereas in Syria 63 per cent are Sunni

Arabs aad 12 per cenr 'Alawi Arabs, to mention only the most nurnerous

groups).- 
Thus, the core of the ruling element of traq also consists of a kinship

group (closely related membirs of the Begar section of the Alb[ Nlqir
Iribe); ,.r,, 

"ir.o,ially 
on members of a minoriry sect (Sunni Arabs)-and-on

country rather than city people (on middle and lower middle class families

from the country ,o*r5 of tfr. Arab north-western part of Iraq); and reflects

rhe balance of iorces in the army rather than in the counffy at large (the

relative strength of the bloc of military officers originating from the country

town of Takrit).
How can one explain these similarides of the ruling grouPs in Syria and

Iraq? They are obrriously a narural reflection of the similar level of social

deoetopment in both countries and of similar past struggles between the

countryside and the main towns or capital city or, more concretely, between

disadvantaged rural or partially urbanized forces and privileged city-based

Eroups.- 
To this a final observation should be added, which is perhaps a tautology:

when in Syria or Iraq disadvantaged or previously disadvantaged rural or
partially urbanized people-representing a level in social evolution different

ihan that of relatively li.rg est"blished urban groups-tend in their politicd
actions to adhere to or cooperate more markedly with kinsmen or mernbers

of their own clan or people from their own sect or region, this is not so much

a manifestation of n-to* cliquishness, although their behavior bears rhis

aspect, as it is they are really actingin a natural manner' merely obeying, so

to say, the logic of their fundamental structural situation'
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