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MESIDENT ASSAD knows how
y honour an agreement,” former

~¢ minister Menachem Begin
jeclared in the Knessel in the early

W of the Lebanon

War, The

wmer premicr may have been dis-

smbling with regard to
ons at that time: but the

hi inten-
respect he

wpressed for the Syrian leader was

ouine

| sensed a reluctant admiration
x lerael's most dangerous and
aplacable enemy last weck when ]
wke to giperts in the light of

ymours that the Syrian P

resident 1S

menthy ill, or posubiy even dead.

“Cool.” “intelhgent,”
aatient.” "'[Itlgmll'rr_"
yme of the cempliment
ves used 1o describe i

cehrewd.”
were only
ary adjec-
Ter Asvad,

ha has held power ™ Syria for an

aprecedented 13 vears

“If he is healthy, you can he sure

yal he ® in contro!,”

ways Prof

foshe Maoz, chaiman of the

[ehrew Umiversity's Dep

artment of

Jamic Studies. “He has managed

v create a strang. stable

. presiden-

J regime an Syna, the fira ™

wwdern fimes

He is the sole leader
avs Prof
ead of Tel Aviv U
iloah Institute for M
qudies His 13 years of

in Syria.”

ltamar R abinovich,

niversity's
iddle East
stahle rule

re important in themselves.”
Assad’s power 1% bhased on hoth

he army and the Raath

party, vays

A aor; but it s the army which is the
nost cohesive and the maost impor-
ant. The “man on horsehack”
Jlwavs wins n Syria, agrees
f aminovich, hut he alsu needs the

aqrty Lo S13Y in power i

.
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«|f he has had a heart

Assad has

atrack, I'm

pot surprised,” ohserves Maoz. V' He

b dds down alotof jobs g
heing prescident. Ascad

" As well as
s supreme

commanider of the army. cecrelary-

~eneral of the Raath pa
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head of several int
He receives repor
hranches and is persona
in everything that h

country.

ASSAD'S WEAKNESS, notes
Moz, is the lact that he is an Alawi.
The Alawis comprise only 12 per
cent of Syria’s popu
tule
mostly don’L regs
Moeslems. The Alawi secl is @ Th
shoot of the lsma’ili
movement, which split from
orthpdox Islam in U

Sunnis, who consti

century

The Alawis have

from his military

also placed himself &t th
powerf ul political caalition, led by
the Ba'ath, but including the com-
munists and other Jef-win

This includes imporiant
Moslem [Migures such as Foreign
Minister Abdul Halim Khaddam,
Mustafa Tias and
Chief of Stafl Hikmat Shehabi.  ye
Having surrounde
group of loyal associales, he

[efence Minister

elligence units.

he Th century.
ruled Syria for
almost two decades; but Assad is
the first who dared 1o seize formal
power. making hi
and confirming it n 2

Assad has placed Alawi officers
in key posts in the srmy and intel-
ligence services. More than hall the
sensitive positions m
are manncd by Alawis. Another
group hacking him is the clique of
ambilious careecr officers, who
henefit Trom the growth and
prestige of the armed [orces.
control, he has
e head of 2

msell president

Apart

g groups.
Sunni

d himsell with a
has mous resources in building up his

prevented any of them from gaining
positions of real power.

His regime, unlike that of other
Arab states, i3 essentially secular.
{slam is not defined as the “stale
religion™ of Syria as it is in most
Arah states, although the Syrian
constitution does specify that the
head of state must be 8 Moslem.

Assad has won considerahle sup-
port among the pessant class, who
have benefited from his land reform
programme and from the workers in
the towns, who now work an cight-
hour day and who have secured
paid vacations and pensions under
his regime. There is also free
education to universily level, even ir
the standard of education at sl
{evels is not very high at the present
time.

Syria has @ reasonably stable
economy, with & flourishing
sgriculture. recently enhanced by
the Euphrates Dam project, It i
self-sufficient in ail.

Assad has done his best to placate
the Sunni majority by granting
funds for building mosques and
making & point of attending prayers.
but this has not really helped. The
Sunnis, particularly the rich land-
owners, whom he dispossessed in
the land reform programme, hate
him. But where the carrot did not
help, he has not hesitated to wicld
the stick, as proved by his ruthless
suppression of the Moslem

ar.
Assad has concentrated enor-

Brotherhood revolt in Hama fast

army, working towards what be
calls “sirategic parity” with Israel.
With half a million men under arms,
and several hundred thousand more
in the reserves, the Syrian army is
one of the largest military forces in
the word, after those of the super-

powers.

RARINOVICH is reluctant 1O
speculate about what will happen
when Assad goes, merely noting
that a number of potential conflicts
might emerge. There is & possible

rsonal-factional split in Assad’s
immediate circle, a military-civilian
split between the army and the
Ba'ath and, above all, an Alawi-
Sunni split.

The Alawis are in real danger, if
Assad leaves the scene, says
Rabinovich, as "3 ot of Sunni
hlood has been spilled.” He thinks
the Alawis are preparing for this.
Rifaat Assad, the president’s Mam-
boyant brother, commands the
powerful Defence Detachments,
which could defend Alawi interests.
Another brother, Jamil, is recruiting
an Alawi militia in the Latakia
region, where most Syrian Alawis

sibility of some sort of autonomous
Alawi region and near-ansrchy
when Assad goes. But he hastens o
point out that there is no sign of this
at present. And since there is no
real evidence of this sort of ner-
vousness, he tends to believe thal
Assad is dill in control.

Maoz thinks that there is enough
interest in continuity within the rul-
ing clique to maintain stability il As-
sad is unable to rule. He cautions
against a report that the president’s
powers have already been transfer-
red to a commiltee of five; but he
adds that this is probably just what
will happen when Assad is unabie to
continue in power.

Defence Minister Tlas, Foreign

e e

I

Minister Khaddam, Chiel of Staff

Shehabi, Rifeat Assad, together
with some important Alawi officers,
such as Mahmud Khouli, head of air
force intelligence, and Ali Douba,
commander of a key armoured divi-
sinn, would probably form a coali-
tion before nne of them emerged A%
the top man.

Mustafa Tlas, 8 colourless figure
and a Sunni, might well serve as
caretaker president, SUpgests Maoz,
noting that before Assad seized the
presidency, the Alawis controlled
Syria, with Nuredin Atassi serving
as the figurchead {Sunni) president

Rifa'at Assad is obviously &
sirong  contender 10 assume  hi
hrother's mantle; hut he is intensel
hated — even among the ruling
clique — for his ruthlessness and al
leged corruplion. Despite his doc-
(orate from Moscow University.
Rifa'at has the image of 0
swashbuckling bandit chicftain —
very different from the cool
careful, modest Hafez Assad.

HOW WILL Hafez Assad's eclipse,
if and when it comes, afect Tsracl

Rahinavich comments that Assad
is “the devil we know,” and a man
who can “deliver the goods,” if an
agreement is reached with him. The
question, though, is not omne o
policy, but of the ability 10 conduc!
policy. Assad has been skilful and
determined aboul pursuing what he
sees a5 Syria’s inleresis.

Maos (hinks that there could be 1
period of several months during
which Syrian policy would be lesi
activist, as the new men con-
centrated on shoring up their

ver.

If Assad's Alawi-dominated coali
tion is overthrown, says Maor, it is
possible that Syria will adopt & stam!
ac “moderale” @8 that of Traq.
which today is prepared o accep
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