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PREFACE

Throughout this study I have used the Library of Congress system 

of transliterating Arabic words with only three exceptions. First, 

place names with commonly accepted English equivalents, specifically 

Damascus and Aleppo, have been rendered in their more familiar form. 

Second, in all other Syrian place names sun letters have been elided 

with their preceding definite articles. This is in keeping with spel­

lings used on maps in the American Geographical Society's Focus on Syria. 

Finally, diacritical marks have been omitted from the names of Syria's 

major ethnic groups. A special word is in order concerning the 'Alawis, 

who have variously also been referred to by others as Alawites, Alaouites, 

Nosairis, and Ansariyeh. In English quotations, the particular name 

used by an author has been left in its original form. In translations 

of French quotations, I have used my preferred rendition of 'Alawi.

Because this study's subject matter ranges over several decades, 

Syrian province definitions present a special problem. Some provinces 

were formed only recently, while the names and boundaries of others have 

changed over the last three decades. I have consistently used present 

names and, unless otherwise stated, current definitions. There are two 

exceptions to this rule. First, Tartüs province, which was formed in 

1967, has always been aggregated with its parent al-Lâdhiqlyah province 

to permit time series statistical comparisons. This is of particular 

importance in this study because both provinces are alike in their pre­

dominantly 'Alawi composition. Second, al-Qunaytirah, most of which has 
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been Israeli-occupied since 1967, has been aggregated with Dar a. Al­

though strictly speaking this larger region is known as the Hawran, I 

have preferred to call it Dar'a.

Most of my research was conducted in Lebanon, during better times. 

There, many Syrians, especially from al—Ladhiqïyah, freely shared their 

knowledge and offered their help. I am especially grateful to them, for 

this study would not have been possible without their willing coopera­

tion. Virtually all wished to remain anonymous. I must emphasize, how­

ever, that the following interpretation of events in Syria since 1963 is 

my own and that several Syrians with whom I talked would have variously 

painted a more and less charitable picture. I am also obliged to the 

library staff of the American University of Beirut, who cordially drew 

my attention to much pertinent material. My graduate committee deserve 

special thanks. George Kish, my chairman, offered a steadying hand and 

advised and encouraged me at all stages of research. Ann Larimore and 

John Kolars provided invaluable, incisive criticisms when they were most 

needed. I would particularly like to thank Clement Henry for going far 

Lryond his call of duty as my cognate advisor. His enthusiasm, stimula­

tion, and inspiration are greatly appreciated. Finally, I am deeply in­

debted to Catherine Baker, who accompanied me to the Middle East, read 

drafts of the manuscript, and, with considerable fortitude and patience, 

typed it.
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CHAPTER I

INTRODUCTION

This study broadly examines the causes and consequences of a dra­

matic change in the geographical composition of the Syrian national po­

litical leadership in the mid-1960s.

Historically, the majority of principal decision-making positions 

within the national political, bureaucratic, and business elites were 

occupied by persons from Damascus and Aleppo, Syria’s major urban cen­

ters. The political primacy of the state’s core regions, which typified 

political geographic power relationships within many Third World coun­

tries, reflected, confirmed, and exacerbated other geographic inequali­

ties. It exemplified the profound chasm between city and hinterland and 

center and periphery.

Political power shifted abruptly in 1963, however, after a mili­

tary coup d’etat. As a result of the coup, "Damascus and, to a lesser 

extent, Aleppo lost their primacy, while rural areas became much better 

represented in power than in the past."This geographical revolution, 

which brought the Ba'th political party to power, was one both of vil­

lage against city and periphery against center. Led by persons whom 

Seymour characterized as "dedicated ploughmen,"% it catapulted to na­

tional prominence persons from the geographically marginal, relatively 

backward, and poor provinces of al-LâdhiqTyah, Dar'3, as-Suwayda’, and 

Dayr az Zawr (see map 1.1).
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The Ba'thi revolution also had a marked sectarian coloration, for 

geographic center and periphery coincide with the location of the 

state's religious majority and minority populations.3 Prior to 1963, 

orthodox Sunni Muslims, who constitute 71 percent of Syria's population 

of 7 million (est. 1974) but 82 percent of the inhabitants of Damascus 

and Aleppo provinces, dominated the political system. After ]963, per­

sons from the 'Alawi and, initially, Druze and Isma'ili heterodox Shi'a 

Muslim sects appeared to control much of the state's governing apparatus. 

These regional minorities constitute approximately li, 3, and 1 percent 

respectively of the population but form sizable majorities in peripheral 

al-Ladhiqiyah and as-Suwayda' provinces (see map 1.2)

Differences between Sunni and Shi'a Muslims are ostensibly doctri­

nal and rooted in disagreement over the Prophet Muhammad’s rightful heir 

as the Islamic community's head. Sunnis recognize only four elected 

successors as caliphs. Shi'a Muslims believe that the caliphate should 

have passed directly to 'All, Muhammad's son-in-law, and do not accept 

the legitimacy of the first three caliphs. They differ among themselves, 

however, about the proper line of succession after 'All. The great ma­

jority accept twelve successors,or imams. The Isma'ilis, by contrast, 

are spiritual followers of Isma'il, whom they regard as the seventh imam. 

The Druzes believe that a series of "hidden" imams followed Isma'il's 

son and that God last appeared personified in the form of a Fatimid 

caliph during the eleventh century. The idea of divine emanation reaches 

its extreme among 'Alawis, to whom Muhammad was a forerunner of ’All.5

Many Sunnis view the esoteric beliefs and eclectic practices of 

these Shi'a splinter groups as heretic, disputing whether they are Mus­

lim at all. Historically persecuted, the latter thus formed discrete
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geographical, social, and political communities, as well as religious 

ones.6 Functionally, they have therefore been viewed by scholars as 

distinct ethnic groups, although like the vast majority of Syrian Sunnis 

they speak Arabic.?

The newfound political power of these regional minorities signi­

fied a dramatic break with the past, for traditionally they were obdu­

rate, sullen members of the state, if not effectively disenfranchised. 

Their classically centrifugal, mountain heartlands, the Jabals 'Alawi 

and Druze, were not finally integrated within Syria until 1942. While 

Damascus and Aleppo constituted Syria's "land of government," or what 

in Morocco was termed the bled al-makhzen by the French, they formed 

its "land of dissidence," or bled al-siba, at least until the early 

1950s.

Portraying the Ba'thi revolution solely in narrow geographic and 

ethnic terms, however, understates the nature and extent of changes 

which accompanied it. Insofar as one can delimit Marxian classes within 

Syria, the 1963 coup marked a broad, if ambivalent, class revolution 
which transcended geographic and ethnic divisions.& Syria's landed aris-r 

tocracy and parasitic mercantile oligarchy were swept away by land re­

form and large-scale nationalizations of industry and commerce. Installed 

in high office in their stead were the sons of peasants and the provin­

cial petite bourgeoisie.

Problem Statement and Hypotheses

This study's principal hypothesis is that the Ba'thi revolution, 

in spite of its peripheral geographic and ethnic attributes, was above 

all a nation-building revolution triggered by the inability of Syria's 
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traditional elite to solve the state's major developmental problems. 

Foremost among these problems were: a weak, unstable, and divided poli­

tical center; the lack of an independent, well-developed Syrian iden­

tity; the low level of national integration; and acute social and geo­

graphical inequalities of wealth, power, and opportunity.

The geographic periphery has pardoxically provided Syria with 

a stong governmental center ... for the first time in cen- 
turies—a center which succeeded in overcoming the centrifugal 
and autonomous tendencies of various social groups and in gaining 
considerable authority over the population as a whole. Inter­
regional fragmentations were abolished, class differences re­
duced ... and the feeling of Syrian territorial identification 
amplified.

Syria's chronic political instability of the 1950s and early 1960s is 

largely a thing of the past. The regime, particularly since 1970, has 

won unprecedented, though by no means complete, popular legitimacy. It 

has used its decade and a half in power to develop a national economic 

infrastructure and widen political participation. This

has gone far toward bridging the traditional chasm between the 
city and the country. . . . New organizational linkages . . . 
now directly and systematically tie political center and peri­
phery together.

To the political geographer, this raises a number of questions. 

Why was Syria's nation-building revolution led by people originating in 

the geographic periphery, rather than by those from the center as is 

more usually the case? Why was the traditional elite unable to create 

a cohesive, stable political geographic community or a strong govern­

mental center? How were the disadvantaged from the periphery able to 

achieve power, and under what conditions did they attempt to do so? 

Has the advent to power of leaders from the periphery arrested geograph­

ical inequalities? Does the Syrian nation-building experience suggest 



7

that conventional characterizations of the periphery as centrifugal and 

typically the last region of the state to be suffused with the "state­

idea" require revision? Or is Syria an exception to the rule? Did the 

nation-building impetus come from the periphery because its people alone 

had the requisite opportunities and motives?

Before specifying this study's subsidiary hypotheses, it is neces­

sary to examine briefly theories of national integration and, specifi­

cally, center-periphery interaction.

Nation-building patterns and processes diffuse from, are instiga­

ted by, or are contingent upon the existence of a center of one kind or 

another. To political geographers, this center may be a core area, 

around which territory accretes or a hinterland evolves. Whittlesey, 

for example, argued that every state typically crystallized about a 

nuclear core that fostered integration," and Pounds and Ball concluded 

that "most European states . . . grew by a process of accretion from 

germinal areas."11 More recently, Merritt has suggested that the inter­

related spatial concepts of core area, hinterland, and boundary are 

"central to the study of political integration," for

the core area of a region—whether defined in geographic, eco­
nomic, linguistic or other terms—serves as the focal point for 
organizing the life of the rest of the region, known as the hin­
terland .

Alternatively, the center may be a node, central place, or hierarchy of 

central places from which public administration, transportation grids, a 

national educational or economic infrastructure, and the like spread. 

Here, nation-building is a concomitant to the spatial diffusion of mo­

dernization. 1

The center may also be an abstract, iconographie idea, for there 
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must be "some concept . . . justifying the existence of (the) . . .

state. . . . The state must have a raison d'être."1Z> This idea is "the 

basic centripetal force" that binds together the regions of the state 

and counteracts centrifugal forces of geographic distance and ethnic he­

terogeneity. 15

Other social sciences come close to geography here. Sociologists, 

for example, have posited the existence of a nonspatial center which is 

vital to the functioning of a society:

Society has a center. There is a central zone in the structure 
of a society. . . . The central zone is not, as such, a spatially 
located phenomenon. . . . Its centrality has . . . nothing to do 
with geometry and little with geography. The center ... is a 
phenomenon of the realm of values and beliefs. It is the center 
of the order of symbols, of values and beliefs which govern so­
ciety. 16

Political science models of nation-building and political development 

view center and periphery both as spatial concepts and as metaphors for 

"a dominant party, coalition, or leadership" and "depressed classes, 

castes, tribes and so forth."17 In these models, the formation of such 

a metaphorical "political center" is a prerequisite to successful 

nation-building.

Despite varying definitions, there is basic agreement that for a 

state to function effectively or efficiently, it must have a nucleus or 

center, be it a core region, central place, state-idea, set of symbols, 

values, or beliefs, or a nation-building elite.

Political geographers have, by and large, rejected the concept of 

core area in favor of that of a centripetal state-idea as being basic to 

nation-build ing:

A core area is neither sufficient nor essential to the evolution 
of a nation or state. . . . What is essential is a common idea 
that convinces the people in all the regions (of the state) that 
they belong together.1®
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While this represents a great advance, still further progress might be 

achieved by acknowledging more explicitly that the state-idea must have 

an instrument or instruments to diffuse, propagate, and circulate it. 

In short, political geography might profitably exploit the concept of 

the nonspatial "political center." Bergman's inclusion of a chapter on 

"the instruments of nation-building" in a recent introductory political 

geography text represents an innovative and encouraging step in this 

direction.
Although Syria manifestly had a core region prior to the Ba'thi 

revolution, it lacked a basic centripetal state-idea and, equally impor­

tant, an effective nation-building elite, well-developed political par­

ries, and stable, durable political institutions. My first subsidiary 

hypothesis, then, is that Syria historically had a weak political center.

It has been one of Syria's misfortunes that those assigned the 

task of nation-building by default in the postindependence era were 

wholly indifferent, if not antipathetic, toward the very idea of a Syrian 

state. They believed Syria to be the illegitimate political geographic 

offspring of Anglo-French imperialist machinations after World War I. 

To them, it was an entity which fell far short of the pan-Arab 

state-idea which prevailed within Syria. In the words of Shishakli, 

Syria's president in 1953:

By our Fatherland we mean the current official name for that 
country which lies within the artificial frontiers drawn up by 
imperialism when it still had the power to write Arab history.

Those whose fundamental task it was to prevent "loyalty to any outside 
21 state unit" were often the very ones who encouraged such.

Because of Syria's illegitimacy, supra- and subnational political 

allegiances have traditionally been stronger than national ones. Syria's 
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pre-Ba’thi political center can thus be viewed in two ways. First, it 

defined itself in peripheral terms, for political leaders variously 

looked to more powerful Egypt or Iraq to form the nucleus of a pan-Arab 

state of which Syria would be a part. In some senses, Syria s fune 

tional political center throughout the 1950s lay not in Damascus, but 

in Cairo or Baghdad.22 Second, Syria’s political center was geographi­

cally divided. Thus, national power traditionally rotated not only among 

factions and parties but also between Damascus, Aleppo and, eventually, 

Hamah. In the decade after independence in 1946, national politics were 

partly involved with

which of these centers could, through a variety of complicated 
structural relationships, get a sufficiently predominant por­
tion of the army on its side and . . . make a coup that would 
give it total (i.e., undifferentiated political) control.23 

Because none could achieve such control, Syria’s political center re­

mained "divided, disputed, (and) doubted."2^

My second subsidiary hypothesis is that Syria’s geographic peri­

phery had greater motivation to form a strong political center and solve 

the state's major nation-building problems than did the geographic core. 

Specifically, it had a stronger interest in replacing supra- and subna­

tional allegiances with national ones and reducing geographical inequali­

ties .

Because groups like the ’Alawis, Druzes, and Isma’ilis have tradi­

tionally feared being engulfed within a larger pan-Arab state, they have 

been more receptive to the existence of a separate Syrian state than the 

Sunni Arab majority. In Syria the state-idea, in other words, has been 

strongest at the periphery, where in other nations it is normally weakest. 

Significantly, since 1963 the Syrian Ba’th has been accused of betraying 
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its unionist principles and cultivating Syria’s distinctiveness. Cri­

tics have charged it with being Arab nationalist in name, but Syrian 

75 nationalist in practice.
If only because of arithmetic, political regionalism and sectari­

anism invariably work to the advantage of the majority rather than the 

minority. So long as geographic and ethnic identities in Syria consti­

tuted a primary basis for political allegiances, the heterodox periphery 

would be effectively excluded from power. To avoid being placed at a 

perpetual disadvantage, regional minorities had an obvious interest in 

stressing what united Syrians rather than what divided them. Accor- ■ 

dingly, they have been,and still are,attracted to Syria’s secularist 

political parties, such as the Ba'th, in disproportionate numbers. 

While they used subnational ties to achieve power, and to a lesser de­

gree use them to maintain it, they did more after 1963 to introduce se­

cularist reforms and undermine political regionalism than did the tra­

ditional Sunni elite in the previous two decades.

Regional inequalities, especially between center and periphery, 

are among the most debilitating nation-building problems in Third World 

countries.According to one school of thought, such inequities are 

transitory and will dissolve in the face of economic development. Re­

gional convergence will occur because of the "tendency of wealth to 
spill over" from growth areas or because of "trickling down.' 27 Thus, 

regional income inequalities are corrected by a relatively free 
flow of factors of production, which eventually bring about an 
equalization of income between center and periphery. No inter­
vention is required in the periphery: economic development will 
spread automatically from center to peripheral areas."

Others are less sanguine, viewing center-periphery inequalities as the 

product of an inherently exploitative relationship between the two



12

geographic sectors :
Polarizing effects . . . concentrate services and innovations 
at the center, accentuating the imbalance between center and 
periphery. Capital movements, trade flows, internal migra­
tion and institutional controls all tend to have an absolute 
negative effect on the rate of growth and development at the 
periphery.

Polarizing effects stem from what Ullman described as the self-genera­

ting momentum of growth centers,30 or what Myrdal termed cumulative 

causation, for
once particular regions have by virtue of some initial advan­
tage moved ahead of others . . . new increments of activity and 
growth will tend to be concentrated in the already expanding re­
gions because of their derived advantages. 3^

Rather than wealth spreading out from center to periphery, various 

"backwash" effects will frustrate growth at the periphery and sustain it 

at the center.32

More important, "the predominance of backwash in the periphery and 

the concentration of economic and political power in the bureaucratic 

center are intimately related."33 Regional inequality is therefore a 

function of political power as well as free-market economic forces.

Friedmann noted one pertinent political geographic consequence of this 

relationship :

The increasing flow of information from core to periphery, to­
gether with aroused awareness of potentially modernizing elites 
in the periphery of the conditions of their own dependency, pro- ■ 
duce conflict with core region authorities.34

Dualism between center and periphery can thus be resolved politically by 

the suppression of peripheral elites by the center ; by the neutraliza­

tion of peripheral elites; by their co-optation; or, finally, by the re­

placement of center by peripheral elites.

In Syria, the political center's weakness and fragmentation made 
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the first three alternatives impractical. The traditional elite had 

neither the means and will to reduce geographical inequalities nor the 

ability to cope with the periphery’s ensuing discontent. Perhaps the 

only way in which dualism between center and periphery could be resolved 

was the periphery’s achievement of power.

Organizational Outline

This study’s first task is to substantiate that there has indeed 

been a major change in the geographical composition of Syria's national 

elite since 1963, for much of what has been written about Syrian poli­

tics since the revolution has been based on fragmentary, impressionistic 

data. Until now, there has been no rigorous, cross-sectional, statisti­

cal analysis of elite members' geographical origins, although the Ba'th 

came to power well over a decade ago. Chapter II corrects this defi­

ciency and assesses the extent to which the periphery has supplanted the 

center in national power.

Chapter III examines how leaders from the periphery achieved power. 

Specifically, it analyses pre- and postindependence military recruitment 

patterns, for ultimately it was the heterodox periphery's overrepresen­

tation in the armed forces that enabled it to supplant the center.36

An examination of the circumstances under which the periphery ac­

tively sought power follows. Chapter IV thus describes the traditional 

political center's response to the state's nation-building problems, the 

genesis of the Ba’th party, and the ascendance of the periphery within 

the latter.

The final substantive section, Chapter V, examines the regime's 

economic and social policies, focusing on whether it has arrested or re­

duced center-periphery inequalities, as hypothesized above.
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Methodology

Three types of primary data are used in this study. They concern 

the geographic and ethnic composition of the contemporary elite (Chapter 

II), the geographic and ethnic composition of the armed forces during 

particular periods (Chapter III), and the spatial distribution of econo­

mic and social development under the Ba'thi regime (Chapter V). The 

collection, compilation, and analysis of each presents unique methodolo­

gical problems.

All analyses of political elites confront two initial methodologi­

cal problems. First, an elite must be defined and delineated and cri­

teria for membership within it specified.

Although there is general agreement concerning what constitutes an 

elite,37 criteria for elite membership have been inconsistent. As a re­

sult, units and scales of analysis vary and exhibit an element of arbi­

trary definition. Frey, for example, examined 2,210 elite members in 

Turkey, whereas Zonis, Marr, and Dekmejian had elite samples of only 
307, 177, and 133 in Iran, Iraq, and Egypt respectively.38

Some limit membership to those holding formal political office. 

Bayly Winder, for instance, studied only cabinet ministers and parlia­

mentary deputies in Syria.39 The advantages of this approach are two­

fold. First, the unit of analysis has a precise boundary and elite mem­

bership is therefore unambiguous. Second, data are more amenable to 

statistical description and analysis; this in turn permits both cross­

national and cross-time comparisons.

But this approach also has its disadvantages. Zonis notes that 

there is a tremendous variance between ’’the distribution of power accor­

ding to the formal institutions and structures of government and its 
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actual distribution in the political system."40 Thus, in Syria power­

ful, influential persons may often be grey eminences. Furthermore, too 

often elaborate statistical descriptions and analyses of political 

elites reduce research to "a branch of mechanics."41

An alternative approach to defining elite membership uses looser, 

functional criteria. Waterbury, for example, defined the Moroccan elite 

as "a group . . . who . . . have an actual or potential influence on 

decision-making and the distribution of spoils and patronage," and in­

cluded within it cabinet ministers, senior civil servants, governors, 

bank chairmen, prominent businessmen,; trade union leaders, and senior 

military officers.42

This approach, however, reduces, if not eliminates, the possibility 

of cross-national and time series statistical comparisons. In addition, 

the use of functional criteria to identify "real" power holders can 

"open a veritable Pandora’s box of arbitrary decisions."43 Nonetheless, 

it does have the asset of flexibility and open-endedness and minimizes 

the chances of grey eminences evading scrutiny. Although axiomatic, it 

must be emphasized that the choice of units for analysis and of criteria 

for elite membership shape a study's results and conclusions.

For Syria, a combination of both formal and functional methods is 

most appropriate. Analysis will focus first on the membership of the 

Regional (Syrian) Command of the Ba'th party. Political power is highly 

concentrated in this body, and its members possess unequalled power to 

make decisions affecting the lives of all Syrians. The characteristics, 

attributes, and orientations of these persons are of paramount importance 

to any study of the country's elite. Between 1963 and 1973, a total of 

sixty-two Syrians were members of the Regional Command. Mention must 
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also be made of an informal group of military officers who, since 1970, 

have been the power behind the regime, and many of whom are also Re­

gional Command members.
Cabinets form a second level of a hierarchy within the elite. Al­

though they are the face which the regime presents to the world, they 

are not simply rubber stamps for the Regional Command. Ministers can 

and do wield considerable power in some areas. While the Regional Com­

mand may lay down general policy guidelines, often it is the cabinet 

minister or his senior civil servants who make, recommend, or implement 

particular decisions and plans. Nevertheless, some ministers are ser­

ving time" and certain portfolios are little more than sinecures. Be­

tween 1966 and 1973, ninety-four Syrians served as cabinet ministers; 

several of these were also Regional Command members.

While analysis of the Regional Command and government cabinets is 

largely quantitative, that of other elite positions is necessarily quali­

tative and impressionistic, for information concerning editors, provin­

cial governors, trade union leaders, director generals of ministries, 

chairmen of state organizations, and the like is extremely hard to ob­

tain in Syria. Conclusions presented concerning this sector of the na­

tional elite are highly tentative and made on the basis of a jigsaw puz­

zle that will probably forever remain incomplete.

A second methodological problem confronted in any elite analysis 

is that of establishing limits to the time period being studied. Al­

though a revolution or military coup d'etat may be a convenient starting 

point and may herald a change in elite composition, it seldom produces a 

complete turnover in elite membership. At most, turnover and accretion 

may quicken dramatically during such periods of crisis and change. Where 
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to end analysis is even more problematical. This is particularly so 

when an elite remains intact, as in Syria.

Here, analysis of the elite starts in 1963 for the Regional Com­

mand and in 1966 for government cabinets. This staggered start requires 

some explanation. Although the Ba’thi revolution took place in 1963, it 

was not until a coup d'etat in 1966 that the political power of the he­

terodox periphery was complete. The 1966 coup represented both a break 

with the past and a strengthening of changes set in motion by the 1963 

revolution. .

Between these two revolts, Syria lived under an unconsolidated, 

factioned regime. Simply and very briefly stated, during these years, 

two precarious and fluid coalitions representing opposing wings of the 

Ba'th party waged a protracted and massive power struggle. On the one 

side were more conservative, traditional Ba'this led by the founders of 

the party, Michel 'Aflaq and Salâh al-Dïn al-Bitâr. This wing was com­

prised largely of urban, bourgeois civilians. The other faction consis­

ted of younger, more radical Ba * this, many of whom were also in the 

armed forces and came from peripheral provinces. Each of these two 

sides became entrenched within particular niches of the party's hierar­

chically structured organization; the more conservative, older Ba’this 

dominated the party's so-called National Command, their opponents the 

Regional Command.

The Ba'th, as an all-Arab political party, has branches throughout 

the Middle East. Each country has a regional (national) command which 

is in theory subordinate to the one National (international) Command. 

Because of the relative success of the party in Syria, however, Syrians 

also dominated the pan-Arab command. Thus, the ideological and generational 
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conflict within the Syrian Ba'th was played out in an interorganization 

power struggle. The 1966 coup d'etat marked the final victory of the 

radical Syrian Regional Command, or the neo-Ba’th as it is sometimes 

called, over the conservative Arab, but really also Syrian, National 

Command. It was only with the 1966 coup d'etat that the neo-Ba'th ef­

fectively controlled Syria. Only after the coup also did government 

cabinets have the Regional Command's complete backing. It is for this 

reason that analysis of the Regional Command's membership begins in 

1963 and that of government cabinets only in 1966.

Although the Ba’thi regime remains intact at the time of writing, 

for convenience I have chosen to end analysis with the Arab-Israeli war 

of October 1973.
While there have been many studies on Middle Eastern elites in re­

cent years, most have given only passing attention to geographical data.44 

Furthermore, with the exception of Bayly Winder's analysis of parliamen­

tary deputies and cabinet ministers between 1919 and 1959, there have 

been virtually no rigorous statistical analyses of Syria’s national 

elite.45 in part, this is because most scholars have assumed that "the 

lack of hard data on Syria is all too apparent."46 A recent study of 

Syria's elite, characterized by such a deficiency, bemoaned the fact that: 

Syria is one of the countries of the Middle East of which almost 
no sociological studies have been carried out in the last fifteen 
years. . . . Any analysis of the social forces at work in contem­
porary Syria largely depends on fragmentary data, information 
that can be gleaned from political and historical studies, and im­
pressions that can be gained from the heavily censored press and 
from observers. . . . Studies of Syria's former elite are practi­
cally non-existent.47

Indeed, while studying the preliminary feasibility of conducting an elite 

analysis, I was frequently given advice echoing a recent article on 
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opportunities and facilities for research in Syria:

The basic rule is simple : no research pertaining to contemporary 
politics or having obvious political connotations should be at­
tempted within the borders of Syria. ... In general, any re­
search which might be construed as casting doubt on the legiti­
macy or effectiveness of the present regime, as inquiring too 
closely into the nature of support for or opposition to the re­
gime, or as unduly emphasizing the confessional differences with­
in the country’s population, must be forgone.

While it is true that research in or on Syria is beset with difficulties 

and constraints, western scholars have generally failed to use the abun­

dance of data which, contrary to current opinion, are relatively easily 

available.
Biographical data on elite members were obtained from a variety of 

sources. The most important have been Syrian government publications. 

Specifically, after each new cabinet is formed, the Arab Office for 

Press and Documentation issues brief biographical sketches. These typi­

cally contain the place and date of birth, education, and profession of 

ministers. Although not all of these documents were obtained during my 

research, various Lebanese Arabic and French newspapers, such al-Nahar, 

al-Hayat, and L’Orient—Le Jour, occasionally publish brief biographical 

profiles of new ministers and filled in some of the gaps. Together, 

these sources provided a solid data base. It, in turn, was supplemented 

and cross-checked by interviews conducted with political figures in 

Lebanon and by more extensive reading of the Lebanese and Syrian press.

Data on the composition of the Regional Command of the Ba th party 

are less readily available. These were mostly obtained by interviews and 

from newspapers. In addition, since a degree of mobility exists between 

the Regional Command and cabinets, it was often possible to gather bio­

graphical data on Regional Command members after they became ministers.
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From all these sources, it was possible to identify with conf1 

dance the geographical origins of seventy-nine of the ninety-four 

Syrians who served as cabinet ministers during the 1966-73 period, and 

of fifty-four of the sixty-two Regional Command members between 1963 

and 1973.
Although this study is primarily concerned with elite members* 

geographical origins, it also examines other social background character­

istics, such as ethnic origin, age, occupation, and socio-economic class, 

for two reasons. First, an elite member’s geographical identity is only 

one among many identities that may influence his attitudes and behavior. 

In ignoring the many dimensions of social background and explaining po 

litical behavior and policy solely in terms of the geographical makeup 

of the elite, one might well be making the same sort of mistake made by 

the man who after getting drunk on scotch and soda, gin and soda, and 

vodka and soda concluded that soda made him drunk. Second, nongeograph­

ical biographical data are examined in order to make this study com­

parable with other studies on Middle Eastern elites.

Data on the Syrian armed forces' composition are less readily 

available. This is to be expected, for armed forces are among the most 

secretive of all institutions. Because of their role in national de­

fense, attempts to examine them are met with profound suspicion.49 This 

is especially so for a military which, like the Syrian, also wields na­

tional political power, or is regularly on a war footing. Nevertheless, 

sufficient data exist for one to make empirical observations and statis­

tical generalization concerning geographic and ethnic recruitment pat­

terns during particular periods.

This information has been compiled from two principal sources.
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First, France, as colonial ruler, issued data on the ethnic composition 

of the Troupes Auxiliaires Syriennes, the nucleus of the modern Syrian 

army, between 1924 and 1928. These data were published in France’s an­

nual reports to the Permanent Mandates Commission of the League of Na­

tions, which supervised colonial rule in the Levant between the two 

world wars.5° Second, data compiled by Van Dusen on officer cadets 

graduating from the Syrian Military Academy prior to 1951—a remarkable 

scholarly achievement—have been redacted and placed in a form amenable 

to statistical analysis. Culled from Syrian official gazettes and mis­

cellaneous other sources, his data are contained within several lengthy 

appendices (almost forty pages) which list the name, place of birth, 

and ethnic affiliations of over 700 officer cadets. They are "raw" 

data in the sense that they are not systematically statistically sum­

marized . $ 1

The greatest number of methodological problems were associated 

with research for Chapter V, which examines whether geographical equali­

zation has occurred as a result of the periphery’s advent to power.

The Syrian government publishes an abundance of economic and social 

data and is continually improving and refining methods of collection and 

compilation. These data are contained in decennial national censuses, 

annual budgets, five-year development plans, annual statistical ab- 

streets, and various publications of the government Arab Office for Press 

and Documentation, such as the annual Rapport sur l'économie syrienne 

and assorted studies on specific facets of economic and social develop­

ment .

Despite this abundance, there is a conspicuous dearth of geograph­

ical, statistically comparable time series data. Thus, although the
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I960 national census contains multivariate data which could be used to 

measure static geographical inequities (using factor analytic techniques 

or assorted indices of geographical concentration), it is of virtually 

no use to this study because there are no comparable data for 1970. 

Only abbreviated, preliminary results of the 1970 national census had 

been published at the time of my research. Here, I am concerned with 

measuring inequities through time, rather than inequality per se. The 

absence of aggregate, geographical, time series multivariate data 

imposes strict practical limits on what can be done.

Annual budgets and five-year development plans, which under ideal 

conditions should provide an invaluable geographical data base for tes­

ting an equalization hypothesis, are similarly of little direct use. 

Apart from inconsistent definitions of allocation categories, budgets 

and plans seldom—and then apparently randomly and arbitrarily—specify 

the geographical distribution of investments and expenditures. In short, 

although we know something about how the government spends money, there 

is absolutely no way of knowing where it spends it. Furthermore, bud­

gets and plans reveal projected allocations rather than actual ones. As 

will be noted in Chapter V, there is a distinct and often vast differ­

ence between intentions and results.

The most important source of quantitative data is the annual Sta­

tistical Abstract. These data meet three requirements for operation­

alizing the equalization hypothesis: they are geographical, comparable 

over a number of years, and concerned with the distribution of welfare 

facilities, over which the regime has a degree of locational control. 

Specifically, they permit one to examine whether regional convergence 

has occurred in the two key areas of education and health care delivery 
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in the eight years since the Ba'thi revolution.52 Use of simple analy­

tic techniques was considered to be most appropriate, given both the 

narrow range of variables being examined and the limited reliability of 

some of the data. Equalization or, conversely, polarization were mea­

sured principally by changes in the proportional provincial distribution 

of facilities over a sixteen-year period, by the proportional provincial 

distribution of new social welfare infrastructure since 1963, and by 

spatio-temporal variations in per capita facility provision. Provincial 

variations in facility growth rates measured and compared changes in the 

eight years after the Ba'thi revolution with those which occurred in the 

eight years prior to 1963.
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CHAPTER II

THE SYRIAN ELITE : A SPATIAL ANALYSIS

The Regional Command of the Ba’th party forms the apex of national 

political power within Syria. Significant changes in the regime’s ori­

entation and conflict within it are reflected more clearly here than in 

any other political body. Because it also shapes the composition of 

other, less important sectors of the elite, its composition is central 

to understanding the makeup of the national elite as a whole. Here, the 

congruence between holders of formal political office and holders of ac­

tual political power is close.
Between the 1963 military coup d'etat which brought the Ba'th party 

to power and the October 1973 Arab—Israeli war, there were ten Regional 

Commands in Syria. In theory, command members were elected by the 

Ba’th's Regional Congress, which is comprised of branch delegates and 

party functionaries. In practice, democratic processes count for little 

at this .level in the party hierarchy.Some command members advanced 

through the party and were legitimately elected to the body, but most 

owed their positions to participation in military coups d’etat or were 

selected by existing command members. Membership changes occurred fol­

lowing coups d'etat (1970 most notably) or during annual or extraordi­

nary sessions of the Regional Congress. The size of individual commands 

has varied; the smallest and earliest had only eight members, the largest 

and most recent twenty-one.

31
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Cabinet ministers possess less power than Regional Command mem 

bers, although collectively they are the most visible, formal, national 

political officeholders. Their qualifications and attributes are there­

fore far more open to public view. Cabinets are also manipulated to 

placate or co-opt potential opposition groups and are tailored to pre­

sent a facade of consensus politics to the public. Consequently, they 

include both non-Ba’this and Ba’this and have a symbolic importance over 
2 and above their normal functions.

During the period of analysis, there were also ten government cab­

inets. Their size and longevity similarly varied. The smallest cabinet 

contained twenty ministers, the largest thirty-one; the shortest sur­

vived for only five months, the longest for eighteen.

Although political differences within both Regional Commands and 

cabinets have been acute at times, they are temporarily held constant in 

order to examine geographical and ethnic biases in elite membership. 

It must be emphasized that persons from the same region or ethnic com­

munity cannot be considered an undifferentiated, cohesive group. Geo­

graphic and ethnic classification of elite members can and does mask 

profound differences that often exist among persons from the same re­

gional or ethnic group. It also grossly underestimates the complexity 

and fluidity of political alliances and interactions and understates the 

multidimensional nature of conflict within the elite.

The Geographical Composition of the Regional 
Command of the Ba’th Party, 1963-1973

Given the traditional predominance in political life of Damascenes 

and Aleppans, and to a lesser extent of persons from Hirns and Hamah, the 

provincial and peripheral origins of the various commands' members 
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confirm that the Ba'thi revolution was indeed geographical.3

Between 1963 and 1973, sixty-two persons served in at least one 

Regional Command. Of the fifty-four whose geographical origins have 

been established with certainty, only four came from Damascus and only 

two from Aleppo. The virtual exclusion of persons from these major ur­

ban centers contrasts sharply with the predominance of Ba this from 

peripheral provinces in general and from al—LadhiqTyah province in par­

ticular. Almost one-quarter of all members came from this latter region 

alone, confirming the widespread belief within Syria that it has pro­

vided a disproportionate number of persons to the national elite.

Al-LSdhiqïyah forms one corner of an approximately triangular 

country. Syria's other corners were also very overrepresented, with 

Dar’a, as-Suwayda’, and Dayr az-Zawr provinces providing ten, seven, and 

six members respectively. Almost two—thirds of all command members 

whose geographical origins could be identified came from these four 

marginal provinces. When representation is compared to each province's 

share of the total population the extent of the Regional Command's geo­

graphical imbalance becomes fully apparent (see map 2.1 and fig. 2.1).

Undoubtedly several of the eight members whose provincial origins 

are unknown came from Aleppo or Damascus. Nevertheless, the sample s 

large size implies that each province's relative representation would 

remain approximately the same even if data were complete.

The Regional Command is also ethnically unrepresentative. The 

ethnic affiliations of forty-eight command members (77 percent) have 

been identified. Of these, twenty-four were Sunni, and twenty-four were 

from minority communities. Numerically, the ten 'Alawis were most im­

portant among the latter. This imbalance again becomes most apparent
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when representation is compared to the makeup of the population as a

whole (see figs. 2.2, 2.3).
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Most 'Alawi, Druze, and Isma’ili command members are probably in 

the sample of forty—eight, while the majority of those whose affilia­

tions have not been identified are most likely Sunni. This is because 

Sunni origins tend to be ignored while heterodox origins are remarked 

upon by the Sunni majority. Nevertheless, even if all of the unknowns 

are unrealistically assumed to be Sunni, minorities would still be over­

represented .

While most commend members were Sunni, a disproportionate 17 per­

cent came from the predominantly ’Alawi province of al-Ladhiqlyah. 

Moreover, all had close links with *Alawi command members. Muhammad 

Rabah al-TawIl, who for a time occupied the sensitive post of Minister 

of the Interior, was a member of the group of predominantly minority of­

ficers who executed the February 1966 coup d'etat.'Abd al-Hallm 

Khaddam, the present Deputy Prime Minister and Minister of Foreign Af­

fairs, is said to be related through marriage to 'Alï Zâzâ, the current 

Minister of Interior and one of President Hafiz al-Asad's closest 'Alawi 

military supporters’Adnan Shuman taught at the government school at­
tended by Asad in al-Lâdhiqlyah town.6 The fourth Sunni from this pro­

vince, Mustafa Rusturn, was once prominent in the Ba'th party's local 

branch as one of Asad's proteges.7 The province also furnished a Chris­

tian, JUrj SaddlqnT,^ and an Isma’ili, Ahmad al-Mîr, to the Regional 

9 Command.
While not all command members from al-LSdhiqlyah are 'Alawi, all 

'Alawis do not come from al-Lâdhiqïyah; Muhammad 'UmrSn, SulaymSn al-All 

and 'Abdallah Ahmad came from villages in Hamah and Hirns provinces.10 

Therefore, examining the geographical and ethnic composition of the Re­

gional Command separately underestimates a multitude of cross-cutting 
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ties. Specifically, almost 30 percent of all command members are ’Alawi 

or come from al-LâdhiqTyah.
The geographic and ethnic makeup of individual commands fluctuated. 

Al-Lâdhiqïyah Ba*this typically accounted for approximately one-third 

of each command. They comprised 17 percent of one command, however, and 

38 percent of another (see table 2.1) . Such a high proportion under­

lines their strong position, for of all command members, only 25 percent 

came from here. This implies that their longevity—and hence impor­

tance—was greater. Data on political survival, confirm this. The me­

dian length of individual membership was twenty months. Ba* this from 

al-Lâdhiqïyah, however, remained in the Regional Command for forty-nine 

months on average, and seven of the fifteen longest-serving members were 

from this province (see table 2.2).

Table 2. 1

Geographical Composition of Individual 
Regional Commands, 1963-1973

Province
Date of Formation

Sept 
1963

Feb 
1964

Mar 
1965

Aug 
1965

Mar 
1966

Sept 
1967

Sept 
1968

Mar 
1969

Nov 
1970

May 
1971

Damascus 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 4 4
Aleppo 1 1 J 1 0 0 0 0 0 0
Hirns 1 2 1 2 1 1 2 2 1 2
Hamah 0 3 0 1 1 1 1 0 1 1
Al-Ladhiqlynh 2 2 3 3 5 5 5 5 4 6
Dayr az-Zawr 0 1 1 3 3 4 2 1 1 1
Idlib 0 0 1 0 0 0 0 0 1 2
Al-Hasakah 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0
Ar-Raqqah 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0
As-Suwayda* 2 2 2 3 1 2 2 2 0 1
Dar * a 0 1 2 2 4 5 3 3 2 3

Total Known 6 12 11 15 15 18 15 13 14 20
Total Unknown 2 0 0 1 1 2 1 3 0 1
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Table 2. 2

Time Served in the Regional 
Command, 1963-1973

Province Mean Number 
of Months

Al-Lâdhiqïyah 49.0
Hirns 46.0
Dar * a 35.0
Dayr az-Zawr 33.0
Damascus 28.0
As-Suwayda* 26.5
Hamah 25.0
Aleppo 14.5
Idlib 8.5

Average 20.0

The absence of any Damascenes in the Regional Command for the en­

tire 1963-73 period and of any Aleppans from 1966 onwards is striking. 

Even if data were complete, the underrepresentation of these provinces 

in individual commands would still be marked. That Syria s core pro­

vinces should have been unrepresented or so underrepresented for seven 

years is proof enough that a village revolution occurred in the early 

1960s.
Damascenes have nevertheless been well represented in post-1970 

commands. This change, also reflected in the composition of government 

cabinets, followed Hafiz al-Asad's 1970 coup d’etat and the ousting of 

his radical arch—opponent, Salah Jadïd. The coup resulted in an almost 

complete turnover in the Regional Command, a Syro-Egyptian rapproche­

ment, and a perceptible moderation in the domestic policies of the re­

gime. Although the al-Lâdhiqïyah— Alawi base of the regime remained 

intact, it became more subtle. 11 One of Asad's objectives in staging 

a coup was to preserve and consolidate this base by increasing the 
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regime’s legitimacy. In particular, he sought to placate the cities 

which had been virtually excluded from the political process for seven 

years and were, as a result, centers of disaffection and opposition to 
12 the regime.

Asad's conciliatory moves towards the cities were matched by an 

effort to increase Sunni political representation. Thus, Sunnis, who 

comprised only one-third of a command formed before Asad's coup, ac­

counted for 75 percent and 63 percent of Ba'this in the last two com­

mands under analysis. Conversely, the proportion of minority Ba this 

in individual commands decreased from two-thirds in 1964 to one-quarter 

in 1970 and one—third in 1971 (see table 2.3). Again, the relatively 

high proportion of 'Alawis in each command compared to their share of 

all persons who have been command members suggests their greater politi­

cal longevity.

Table 2.3

Ethnic Composition of Individual 
Regional Commands, 1963-1973

Ethnic
Date of Formation _____________

Sept Feb Mar Aug Mar Sept Sept Mar Nov MayGroup
1963 1964 1965 1965 1966 1967 1968 1969 1970 1971

Sunni 3 4 6 10 9 8 6 6 9 12
'Alawi 1 4 1 1 3 3 4 3 3 5
Christian 0 0 1 0 1 3 2 2 0 5
Druze 2 2 2 3 1 2 2 2 0 1
Isma*ill 0 2 0 1 1 2 1 0 0 0

Total Known 6 12 10 15 15 18 15 13 12 19
Total Unknown 2 0 1 1 1 2 1 3 2 2

Raw numbers and percentages understate the maldistribution of 

power, for not all command members have equal political weight.
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Generally, military members are disproportionately Influential because 

the Ba'th came to power by way of a coup and remains there through the 

army's support. The number of officers in each command has varied, 

averaging slightly under five. More to the point, six of the fourteen 

officers who served in at least one command came from al-Ladhlqlyah, and 

five of the nine 'Alawis who served on the body were officers. The pro­

portion of all members from one region or ethnic group who were officers 

was nowhere so great.

The final command under analysis illustrates how 'Alawi political 

prominence rests on their strength within the armed forces. of the four 

'Alawis, three are commanding officers. President Hafiz al-Asad, at 

one time Commander of the air force, is now Commander-in-Chief of the 

armed forces. NajI Jamil is presently Commander of the air force and 

Deputy Minister of Defence, and 'Abd al-Ghanl Ibrâhîm is head of the 

armed forces' political organization. Both were also among Asad's 

13 principal military supporters in the 1970 coup.

Asad's conciliatory moves to the Sunni urban center are somewhat 

deceptive. Since his coup, the armed forces have played a greater role 

in national politics, while the Regional Command has played a lesser 

role. Specifically, an informal group of officers, colloquially known 

as "The Big Ten" ('Asharat al-Kibar), now hold considerable power. Most 

of them are thought to be 'Alawi.In addition to Hafiz al-Asad, the 

group includes his younger brother, Rifat, commander of a 20,000-man 
elite palace guard allegedly comprised almost entirely of 'Alawis.15 

Several of President Asad's other relatives also hold strategic military 

positions, although they are not in the so-called Big Ten. One of his 

nephews commands a brigade within Rif at al-Asad*s palace guard, a 
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brother-in-law the 20,000-man special forces, and a cousin a paratroop 

brigade.16 Also in the Big Ten are 'Abd al-Ghanl Ibrahim and Nâjî Jamil 

(both of whom are in the Regional Command), Hikmat Shihab! (Chief of 

Staff and formerly Head of Intelligence), 'All Zaza (Minister of the 

Interior and former Director of Military Intelligence), and 'All al- 

Madanl (Head of Military Police).17

The Geographical Composition of Government 
Cabinets, 1966-1973

Representation patterns are more muted in government cabinets be­

cause of their visibility and symbolism, but not sufficiently to obscure 

the predominance of ministers from al-Ladhiqiyah. Of the seventy-nine 

ministers whose geographical origins were indentifled, slightly under 23 

percent came from this province. Dar'a, as—Suwayda*, and Dayr az—Zawr 

similarly provided a disproportionate share of ministers. Together with 

al-Ladhiqiyah they accounted for almost one-half of all ministers. Da­

mascenes and, to a lesser extent, Aleppans are far more strongly repre­

sented in cabinets than in the Regional Command (see map 2.2 and fig.

2.4). .
The geographical origins of ministers from 1966-73 differed drama­

tically from those of ministers prior to the Ba'thi revolution. From 

independence in 1946 until 1958, Damascenes and Aleppans held 66 percent 

of all cabinet portfolios.1 & Between 1966 and 1973, their share of po­

sitions dropped to slightly over 30 percent. Conversely, the proportion 

of ministers from al-LBdhiqlyah Increased markedly (see fig. 2.5). This 

abrupt change was evident in the geographical composition of cabinets 

immediately preceding and following the 1966 coup that signified the 

neo-Ba'th's victory. Whereas Çalâlj al-Dîn al—BitSr's twenty-six man
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cabinet had ten ministers from Damascus and five from Aleppo, only four 

of the twenty in Yusuf Zu’ayyln's cabinet formed in March 1966 came from 

Damascus, and only one came from Aleppo (see table 2.4) .

Table 2.4

Geographical Composition of Cabinets before 
and after the February 1966 Coup d'Etat

Province
Jan 1966 Cabinet Mar 1966 Cabinet

No. Percent No. Percent
Damascus 10 38.5 4 21.0
Aleppo 5 19.2 1 5.3
Hirns 3 11.5 2 10.5
Hamah 1 3.8 2 10.5
Âl-Lâdhiqlyah 4 15.4 4 21.0
Dayr az-Zawr 1 3.8 2 10.5
Idlib 1 3.8 1 5.3
Al-Hasakah 0 0.0 0 0.0
Ar-Raqqah 0 0.0 0 0.0
As-Suwaydâ1 0 0.0 1 5.3
Dar'a 1 3.8 2 10.5

Total Known 26 100.0 19 100.0
Total Unknown 0 1

Differences in individual cabinets’ composition since 1966 are 

very apparent, with notable variations in Damascus's and al-Lâdhiqlyah* s 

representation particularly. The number of ministers from the latter 

increased steadily from only four in the March 1966 cabinet to eight in 

that formed in September 1973. Although cabinets grew larger during 

this period, the proportion of a1-Lâdhiqlyah ministers rose from 21 to 

31 percent. The proportional representation of Damascenes rose markedly 

in 1970 following Asad's coup. In the cabinet formed immediately after 

the events of 1970, Damascenes received eight portfolios, double the 

number they held in the preceding cabinet (see table 2.5).
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Geographical Composition of Individual Cabinets, 1966-1973

Table 2.5

Province
Date of Formation

Mar 
1966

Oct 
1966

Sept 
1967

Oct 
1968

May 
1969

Nov 
1970

Apr 
1971

Mar 
1972

Dec 
1972

Sept
1973

Damascus 4 4 3 4 4 8 7 5 6 6
Aleppo 1 1 3 3 2 2 2 2 3 3
Hirns 2 2 0 1 3 2 1 2 2 2
Hamah 2 1 2 2 2 3 3 3 3 4
Âl-Lâdhiqîyah 4 5 6 6 8 7 8 8 8 8
Dayr az-Zawr 2 3 3 2 1 1 2 1 2 1
Idlib 1 0 0 0 1 2 2 1 1 1
Al-Hasakah 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0
Ar-Raqqah 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0
As-Suwayda' 1 0 1 1 1 1 1 1 0 0
Dar13 2 3 2 2 4 3 2 1 1 1

Total Known 19 19 20 21 26 29 28 24 26 26
Total Unknown 1 4 2 1 1 0 0 6 5 4

The relatively high proportion of al—Lâdhiqïyah ministers in in­

dividual cabinets compared to their share of all persons who have served 

as minister (23 percent) again suggests their greater political longevity. 

On average, ministers served for 29.6 months.Those from al—Ladhiqlyah, 

however, typically stayed in office for 38.3 months. This was longer 

than any other geographical group except the two ministers from Idlib. 

A rank-ordering according to time in office also emphasizes the strong 

position of ministers from al-Lâdhiqlyah: ten of the twenty-one persons 

in the upper quartile of the scale and four of the five longest servers 

came from there. The relatively lengthy tenure of Aleppans, 30.7 months 

on average, seems surprising. This, however, is partly related to their 

weak position, for the longest-serving Aleppans held the rather unimpor­

tant portfolios of Culture and National Guidance, Justice, and Communi­

cations. Cabinet turnover seems to occur most often in positions of in­

termediate importance (see table 2.6).
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Table 2. 6

Time Served in Cabinets, 1966-1973

Province Mean Number 
of Months

Idlib 39.0
Al-Lâdhiqïyah 38.3
Dayr az-Zawr 32.5
Aleppo 30.7
Hamah 29.4
Hirns 26.4
Damascus 25.4
Dar’ a 23.1
As-Suwayda* 17.5

Average 29.6

In each cabinet since 1970, persons from al-Ladhiqlyah and Damas­

cus have held over one—half of all portfolios. Approximately equal nu 

merical representation, however, bears little relation to the actual 

power of persons from these provinces within cabinets. The real strength 

of the al-Lâdhiqlyah group is measured not be their number but by the 

portfolios they hold.
Some ministerial positions possess more power and are more crucial 

for the regime’s maintenance than others. Such posts are invariably 

held by Regional Command members. Correspondingly, non-Ba'this often 

hold less important portfolios, many of which are sinecures. Any at­

tempt to rank cabinet positions by their strategic importance or power 

is beset with difficulties and necessarily involves arbitrary and sub­

jective decisions. It is possible, however, to distinguish the most im­

portant portfolios and the least important ones.

Among the most important portfolios are executive ones, those that 

imply authority within a cabinet, and those explicitly concerned with 



49

regime maintenance and stability through links with the armed forces or 

internal security organizations: the Prime Minister, the Deputy Prime 

Ministers, and the Ministers of Defence and Interior. The Foreign Af­

fairs portfolio is also included in this category because of its great 

prestige and because it is often held by a Deputy Prime Minister. Of 

the fifteen persons who held one or more of these positions between 1966 

and 1973, six (40 percent) came from al-Ladhiqlyah. Only two came from 

Damascus and one from Aleppo (see table 2.7). Ministers from al-LSdhi- 

qlyah were in a minority in only one of the ten cabinets. In six, they 

held one-half of these positions, and in the most recent two, three of 

the five ministers in top portfolios came from this one province. Sig­

nificantly, either the Minister of Defence or the Minister of Interior, 

or both, came from al-L3dhiqïyah in every cabinet.

Table 2. 7

Geographical Origins of Ministers Holding 
Most Important Portfolios, 1966-1973

Province No.

Damascus 2
Aleppo 1
Hirns 2
Âl-Lâdhlqlyah 6
Dayr az-Zawr 2
As-Suwayda* 1
Dar* a 1

Total 15

The subjectively defined least Important positions either have 

little political power or deal with problems affecting a minority of 

Syrians: Tourism, Culture and National Guidance, Religious Endowments 

Higher Education, Justice, and Cabinet Affairs. These portfolios are 
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not unimportant. They are, however, less crucial than ones such as 

Economy, Agriculture, Industry, Planning, Health, Education, Public 

Works, and Social, and Labor Affairs. Twenty-two persons served in the 

least important positions. Of nineteen ministers whose geographical 

origins have been identified, seven came from Damascus and four from 

Aleppo. These two provinces provided 61 percent of all ministers in 

this category. By contrast, only one minister came from al-Lâdhlqïyah 

(see table 2.8).

Table 2. 8

Geographical Origins of Ministers Holding 
Least Important Portfolios, 1966-1973

Province No.

Damascus 7
Aleppo 4
Hamah 1
Âl-Lâdh iqîyah 1
Dayr az-Zawr 1
Idlib 2
As-Suwaydâ* 1
Dar ' a 2

Total 19

The clustering of persons from Syria’s two largest cities in these 

relatively impotent posts, in conjunction with the overwhelming predomi­

nance of persons from al—Ladhiqîyah at the top of the cabinet hierarchy, 

emphasizes the spatial biases in elite recruitment.

The ethnic affiliations of cabinet ministers were impossible to 

identify in the majority of cases. These are seldom known to the public. 

Although 'Alawis are also overrepresented in cabinets (particularly in 

the most sensitive positions), Syrians believe that most ministers are 

Sunni. With one exception, the Prime Minister has always come from this 
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community. Again, al—Ladhiqîyah origins should not be equated with 

1Alawi origins; 1Abd al—HalTm Khaddam, for example, is Sunni al~ 
20 though he comes from this predominantly *Alawi province.

The Age Structure of the Elite

An individual's geographic and ethnic identities are not neces­

sarily the most salient determinants of his political behavior or at­

titudes. Other dimensions of social origin and attributes of identity 

may be equally, if not more, important.

If post-1963 elite members have predominantly peripheral geograph­

ical origins, so also are they strikingly young. In some senses, the 

Ba’thi revolution was a generational one. Possibly the elite's radi­

calism partly reflected its youthfulness and comparative political in­

experience, for age, among other variables, conditions social percep­

tions.
The median age of ministers in thirty-two Syrian cabinets examined 

by Bayly Winder from 1936 to 1959 was 50. By contrast, the median 

age of ministers between 1966 and 1973 was only 39^. The highest median 

age of any cabinet, 43, was close to the lowest median age of cabinets 

in the earlier period, and the lowest median age of any cabinet was an 

astonishing 35^ (see table 2.9).

MacIntyre’s age data for cabinet ministers and Regional Command 

members for the 1963-66 period confirm this general youthfulness of 

the elite. During these years, 65.6 percent of all ministers were
22 under 40, and the median age of Regional Command members was only 36. 

Colombe traces the advent of relatively youthful cabinets to the March 

1963 coup d’etat. In the cabinet immediately preceding the coup, the



52

Table 2. 9

Age of Ministers, 1966-1973
-------------------------------------------------------

Date of Formation
Mar Oct Sept Oct May Nov Apr Mar Dec Sept
1966 1966 1967 1968 1969 1970 1971 1972 1972 1973

Median Age
Average Age

38 35% 37% 38 39 40 41 42 42 43
39 37 38 39 40 41 42 43 43 44

Total Known 
Total Unknown

U 12 16 21 20 26 27 24 26 25
9 11 6 1 7 3 1 6 5 5

average age of ministers was 49; the Prime Minister was 60. The average
23 age of ministers in the cabinet following the coup dropped to 41.

Significantly, the median year of birth in each cabinet only 

ranged between 1928 and 1930. In each of the last seven cabinets, in 

fact, it was 1930. A striking number of elite members were thus at 

the critical political socialization age of eighteen to twenty-one 

during the 1948 Arab-Israeli war and its immediate aftermath. The 

traumatic defeat and subsequent discrediting of a corrupt, incompetent 

ancien regime probably had a more profound effect on the attitudes of 

this Syrian generation that on any other.

The Ba'thi revolution evidently made elite positions accessible 

to a younger generation with remarkable suddenness. The median age of 

cabinet ministers showed a steady increase, however, from 35% in 1966 

to 43 in 1973. This indicates not only that Young Turks are becoming 

old but also that they are not recruiting more Young Turks into their 

ranks. Conceivably, intergenerational conflict could soon be a source 

of conflict within the elite unless this steady aging is reversed.
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The Occupational Structure of the Elite

The occupational composition of the Regional Command, government 

cabinets, and pre— and post—Ba * thi elites differ.

The Regional Command’s occupational structure is summarized in 

figure 2,6. The limited range of occupations among the forty-six Ba*this 

whose primary occupation has been identified is striking, for almost 90 

percent were officers, lawyers, doctors, or teachers. Elite recruitment 

is evidently narrow, drawing especially on Ba'this who attended the Hirns 

Military Academy or received their legal or medical training at Damascus 

University in the early 1950s. Undoubtedly many were professional col- 
24 leagues, if not close friends, a decade before the revolution.

Fig. 2.6. Occupational Structure of the Regional Command, 
1963-1973
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Superficially, cabinet ministers pursued more diverse careers (see 

fig. 2.7). This comparison is somewhat misleading, however, because al­

most identical proportions of command members and cabinet ministers were 

lawyers, doctors, and educators. The major occupational difference be­

tween the elite's two sectors is the far higher proportion of officers 

in the Regional Command (30.4 percent) than in cabinets (14.0 percent).
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Fig. 2.7. Occupational Structure of Cabinets, 1966-1973

This is understandable, for ultimately the regime is a military 

one; this will be more clearly reflected in the Regional Command than in 

any other body of formal political officeholders. Officers are less 

conspicuous in the more visible cabinets because the regime has no de­

sire to broadcast its military base.

In addition, the functions of the Regional Command and cabinets 

differ. Because the former is purely political, the occupational cre­

dentials of its members matter little. With the possible exception of 

officers, Ba*this are elected to the Regional Command in spite of their 

professional qualifications rather than because of them. Cabinet mini­

sters, by contrast, are often responsible for directing bureaucracies 

concerned with economic development and social welfare. Their techno­

cratic qualifications and managerial skills are therefore highly valued, 

if not actually prerequisites to ministerial appointment. Engineers and 

senior civil servants are, as a result, prominent in cabinets but almost 
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absent from the Regional Command.

Two representative examples suffice to illustrate the relationship 

between technological skills and cabinet appointments. 'Abd al-Latif 

Qutayt, who was born in Damascus in 1932, studied mechanical engineering 

at the University of Alexandria in Egypt. Before being appointed Minis­

ter of Industry in 1970, he was variously Director General of the Organ­

ization for Public Sector Industry and Director General of the Union of 

Textile Industries.'Umar al—Siba'î, an Aleppan, received his degree 

in electrical engineering in France. Subsequently, he was an engineer 

with the Electric and Transport Company of Aleppo municipality and di­

rector of Syria's only tractor assembly plant. Since 1970, he was been 

Minister of Communications. °

The similar proportion of teachers among command members and cabi­

net ministers is deceptive. Teachers in the Regional Command invariably 

taught at provincial secondary schools.By contrast, most cabinet 

ministers in this occupational category were distinguished university 

professors, appointed for their technical expertise rather than their 

political beliefs. Ahmad al-Hasan, for example, was Professor of 

Mechanical Engineering and Dean of the Faculty at Aleppo University. 

The author of many works on industrialization and technical education, 

he was appointed Minister of Oil, Electricity, and Industrial Affairs 

in 1967.28 Madanî al-Khiyâml is another example. He received his Ph.D. 

in medicine from the American University of Beirut and specialized in 

cardiology in France. Before becoming Minister of Health, he was Dean 
29 of the Medical Faculty and Rector of Damascus University. In the 

Regional Command, only one Ba'thi was a professor, and he was also a 
30 cabinet minister.
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Comparisons between the proportion of command members and cabinet 

ministers who were physicians are similarly not entirely valid because 

of crossovers from one body to the other. Five of the ten cabinet mini- 
31 sters in this occupational category were also Regional Command members. 

Furthermore, of the remaining five, three were actually chemists. Two 

of these were appointed as token communists. By and large, doctors in 

the Regional Command were general practitioners from the provinces. One 

of the cabinet ministers, however, was a nationally prominent specialist: 

Mahmüd Sa’dâh, who was Minister of Health for two years, was an expert 
33 

in pulmonary diseases and President of the Syrian Doctor s Association.

Differences between lawyers in the Regional Command and cabinets 

are more pronounced, The former were almost exclusively from the pro 

vinces and tended to be young and unknown within their profession before 

achieving political prominence. Many of the latter, by contrast, were 

from Syria’s major urban centers. They tended to be older and often 

celebrated within their profession.

Representative examples of lawyers in each body underline these 

differences. Muhammad 'ïd ’Ashâwï was born in 1930 in Dayr az-Zawr 

province. After graduating with a law degree from Damascus University, 

he embroiled himself in local Ba'thi politics. At the age of thirty- 

three, he was rewarded with a provincial governorship, and by the time 

he was thirty—five, he was a prominent member of the Regional Command. 

Within two years, he was variously Minister of Interior and Minister of 

Foreign Affairs.Ibrahim Hamzawi had an altogether different career. 

He was born in 1916 in Damascus, where he received his law degree. Over

a twenty—year period, he held a variety of positions within his profes

8ion: member of the Council of the Syrian Order of Barristers, justice 
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of the peace in Damascus, judge in the Dayr az-Zawr and al-Lâdhiqîyah 

courts of appeal, magistrate in Damascus, and finally lord mayor of that 

city.36

Ministers in the 1966-73 period also differed significantly in 

their occupations from ministers in the pre-Ba’thi period. Between 1919 

and 1959, lawyers and central administrators formed the backbone of 

cabinets, accounting for 44 percent of the 363 ministers studied by 

Bayly Winder (see fig. 2.8).37 By and large, they came from powerful 

landowning and mercantile families. The latter1s influence is indicated 

by the fact that industrialists, merchants, and rural landlords com­

prised 22 percent of all ministers in the 1919-1959 period. Such per­

sons were completely absent in the post—1966 cabinets. This is scarcely 

surprising given the Ba’th's ideological orientations and policies. Af­

ter coming to power, one of its first actions was to destroy this oli­

garchy through land reform and nationalization.

The Social Origins of the Elite

Politically, the most salient difference between pre- and post­

Ba’ thi elites is their altogether dissimilar social origins, rather than 

their differing age and occupational characteristics. The Ba'thi revo­

lution brought to power persons whose most striking feature, apart from 

their geographically peripheral origins and minority affiliations, were 

their middle peasant and provincial town petit bourgeois backgrounds.

It is said, probably in jest, that wearing a tie or talking like a 

city dweller at meetings of the Ba'th party's Regional Congress in the 

mid-1960s were feared to be sufficient grounds for expulsion from the 

party.
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That there have been many villagers in the Regional Command is be 

yond dispute. Many of the officers in particular had peasant back­

grounds: Salah Jadld, Hafiz al-Asad, Muhammad 'UmrSn, and Mustafa Tias, 

for example, came from the villages of Duwayr, Qardaljah, al-Mukharram, and 

Rastan respectively.38 Salim Hatïïm and Ahmad Suwaydânî similarly came 

from villages in as-Suwayda' and Dar'â.39 Of the officers, in fact, only 

one, Amin al-Hâfiz, came from Aleppo and one, 'Abd al-Rahman Khulayfawl, 

from Damascus.Muhammad Rabah al-TawIl and Hamad 'Ubayd came from the 

middle-sized towns of al-Lâdhiqlyah and as-Suwayda* and ' Abd al-Karïm 

Jundî from the small town of Salamlyah.^1 To conclude that these offi­

cers, by virtue of their predominantly rural background, are from the 

poorest section of the population is premature. The Jadld family, for 

example, was by village standards moderately affluent; SalSh received 

his education in Damascus and two of his brothers also became army of­

ficers.42 Indeed, the remaining officers by the mere fact of the educa­

tional qualifications required for entrance to the Hirns Military Academy 

must have at least come from middle peasant families. 'Umrân, whose 

mother was a servant and whose father sold his only cow to finance his 

43 son's education, was an exception.

A career in the officer corps has traditionally been a preferred 

means of upward social mobility among the sons of the middle peasantry. 

It has also been one of the major employment outlets for those with a 

secondary education but too poor to attend university. School teaching 

has appealed to the same sectors of the population for the same reasons. 

Persons who opted for military or teaching careers therefore tended to 

have similar social origins.

The backgrounds of the Regional. Command's teachers confirm this 
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expected similarity, for virtually all came from hinterland villages or 

small provincial towns. That they could eventually advance to high 

national positions indicates that the Ba'thi revolution was also a so­

cial one, permitting rapid advancement for persons who might otherwise 

have remained in a provincial rut. Their origins would have precluded 

their achieving such prominence under an ancien regime dominated by 

landlords, merchants, and industrialists.

Adib Milhim is an example. Born in 1939, he started teaching in 

primary schools in al—Hasakah in 1961. After teaching in Algeria for 

some years, he returned to Dayr az—Zawr where he became prominent in 

local Ba'thi politics. He was appointed Inspector of Primary Education 

in the province in 1969—at the age of thirty—and then received a uni­

versity degree in 1970. In 1971 he was elected to the Regional Command 
44 

and in the following year was appointed Minister of Local Government.

Such advancement was almost unheard of before the revolution.

Remaining Regional Command members tended to come from more afflu­

ent provincial petit bourgeois or bourgeois families. Typically, they 

were from regional central places, where they received their early 

schooling. Most were trained as doctors or lawyers in Damascus and were 

part of a provincial intelligentsia.

The Ba'thi revolution also opened many doors to such persons.

Dâwûd RiddawI's rapid advancement provides an example. Riddâwx, a doc­

tor, was born in Dayr az-Zawr in 1935. At a young age, he became a mem­

ber of the local branch of the Ba'th party and was appointed Director of 

Health in the province. He was appointed national Minister of Health at 

the age of thirty-four and was elected to the Regional Command at thirty- 
five.45 '
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Some, however, came from prominent local families. Nur al-Dïn al- 

At3sî, for example, was from a poorer segment of the vast AtasI clan 

from Hirns that provided several cabinet ministers and parliamentary de­

puties during the ancien regime. S3mï al—Jundl came from a landowning 

family in Salamlyah. 'Abd al-HalTm Khaddam’s father was a prominent 

lawyer from Bânlyâs,a small town south of the city of al-Ladhiqlyah. 

The Khaddam family also sent deputies to parliament under the ancien 

regime.^6

Notably absent from this nominally socialist body are persons from 

Syria’s small working class. 'Abdallah Ahmad, an 'Alawi laborer who, in 

the words of one informant, "dug ditches,"47 Khalid al-Haklm, a trade 

unionist, and 'Abdallah Ahmar, a small trader from a village near Damas­

cus, appear to be exceptions.

If Regional Command members had not actually experienced acute 

poverty, they often grew up in its midst and were immeasurably more 

aware of its existence than traditional Damascene and Aleppan politicians, 

many of whom owned scores of villages and hundreds of acres of land. 

If they were not peasants themselves, their parents often were, and they 

were sympathetic to the aspirations of the peasantry and committed to 

agrarian reform and rural transformation. In this sense, one can speak 

of them as the initiators of a village revolution. As a whole, they 

were young well—qualified professionals with a provincial town or rural 

petit bourgeois background. Although their occupations ostensibly did 

not differ greatly from those of many elite members under past regimes, 

their collective outlook and social origins were altogether different.

It is more difficult to generalize about the social origins of 

ministers, who encompass a greater range of backgrounds. Generally, 
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ministers resemble Regional Command members in that compared to pre­

Ba ’thi ministers, many came from provincial petit bourgeois families. 

In contrast to command members, however, many more had urban middle and 

even upper middle class backgroundsGenerally also, more powerful 

cabinet ministers resembled command members in their humble social 

origins, while less important ministers often had backgrounds similar 

to those of pre-1973 ministers. Clearly there are exceptions to so 

broad a generalization.

Other Elite Positions

Data on other elite members, such as editors, senior civil ser­

vants, trade union leaders, and chairmen of state banks, public utili­

ties, government monopolies, and nationalized industries are far harder 

to obtain. Moreover, existing data do not lend themselves to statisti­

cal analysis. As a result, generalizations about this sector of the 

elite are based on fragmentary evidence and must be regarded as tenta­

tive.

Whereas the composition of government cabinets and other primary 

political decision-making bodies can be transformed suddenly, other less 

clearly defined sectors of a national elite resist abrupt change. In 

part, forces of inertia ensured some continuity in the latter after the 

revolution. Damascenes and Aleppans continue to hold high office, par­

ticularly in the civil service, by virtue of their greater experience 
and initial advantage.49 Their traditional prominence was not easily 

undermined by a change of political regime, no matter how abrupt or far 

reaching. Nor is there much evidence that they were systematically ex­

cluded from nonstrategic elite positions after 1963.



63

Nevertheless, the revolution did affect the composition of all 

sectors of the national elite by opening many doors to traditionally 

disadvantaged regional and ethnic groups. After the mid-1960s, peasant 

or lower middle class origins were not a barrier to advancement, success, 

or elite membership. On the contrary, they were occasionally a decided 

advantage, particularly for sensitive positions where the periphery's 

new power was most conspicuous. Generally, those with adequate or su­

perior qualifications whose upward mobility had formerly been curtailed 

by provincial origins were direct and immediate beneficiaries of the 

Ba'th’s assumption of power. This usually had less to do with the 

spoils of office than the fact that the Ba'thi revolution was a social 

one and opened up new opportunities for such persons. This opening was 

facilitated by three developments.

Historically, purges accompanying changes of regime were largely 

confined to the officer crops. They were limited in part because pre­

Ba' thi regimes differed little and were often so short lived that rulers 

were inclined to purge only officers most likely to overthrow them. Nor 

did they possess the strength and confidence to conduct extensive purges, 

for today's purger would have been tomorrow's purged. The Ba'thi revo­

lution changed the rules of the game. Thereafter, large-scale purges 
L J 50 extended beyond the officer corps and left few areas untouched.

Many of those dismissed were replaced by sympathetic Ba'this from 

the periphery. This was how many Syrians perceived the situation. They 

alleged that the new political elite's friends and relatives were ob­

taining lucrative and prestigious jobs with remarkable ease. Van Dam 

echoed a widespread sentiment in observing that the Ba'thi revolution 

was 
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a large-scale revolution of the Syrian countryside against the 
cities. . . . Villagers migrated in large numbers to the cities 
where they joined their family or tribal members who had taken 
. . . power.51

One of the revolution's beneficiaries—and later one of its victims—ad­

mitted as much when he referred to the "convoys of villagers who left 

the "coast and mountains" (which is to say al-Lâdhlqïyah) for Damascus 

52 after the Ba'th came to power.

Whereas the dictum that to the victor belong the spoils of office 

has traditionally been true in Syrian politics, large-scale purges in 

the mid-1960s meant that there were more offices to win and more spoils 

to distribute. Purges also led many to believe that 'Alawis in par­

ticular were becoming overrepresented in all sectors of the national 

elite. Although many prestigious elite posts made vacant by purges 

were often allocated to favored persons, most spoils of office were dis­

tributed by way of nonelite positions. The convoys of 'Alawi villagers 

often received low-level jobs in the state bureaucracy, such as janitor, 

porter, and border guard.53 Because the public frequently encountered 

these persons in their dealings with the bureaucracy, 'Alawis were at­

tributed a degree of influence and power which they neither possessed 

nor claimed. The large number of 'Alawis in visible, low positions was 

taken as an indication that they were equally numerous in all levels of 

the bureaucracy. But the widespread view that they had taken over the 

state machinery was unwarranted and exaggerated. Like the bread of a 

sandwich, they were in the top and bottom levels of the bureaucracy but 

not in its middle. Purges helped 'Alawis and other persons from the 

periphery gain a foothold, but no more.
Opportunities also presented themselves from large-scale Ba'thi 
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nationalizations in 1964 and 1965. These were accompanied by a proli­

feration of government agencies, a vast expansion of state machinery, 

and hence a 64 percent increase in the number of government employees 

from 34,957 in 1962 to 57,208 in 1970.54

Many senior positions in this enlarged state bureaucracy were 

given to provincial Ba'this.55 Indeed, after every wave of nationaliza­

tions, Ba’thi headquarters and state enterprises allegedly sent letters 

to local party branches requesting lists of candidates for top manage­

ment posts.56 Provincial Ba'this did not, however, occupy all top po­

sitions within state companies and the like. Damascenes and non-Ba this 
were not excluded.57 Furthermore, to be Ba’ thi is not Co be unqualified. 

In the overwhelming majority of cases, Ba'this appointed to top bureau­

cratic positions possessed the necessary technocratic or administrative 

skills. The point is that whereas many of these posts were traditionally 

the preserve of the Damascene and Aleppan technocracy, Syrians from the 

provinces could, and did, obtain them in increasing numbers after the 

revolution. They did not displace technocrats from the core region of 

the state so much as supplement them. '

Extremely heavy voluntary emigration of professionals from the
58 state also facilitated changes in the national elite’s composition. 

Although such emigration has always existed, it quickened after the 

Ba’th came to power, for many highly skilled persons, particularly from 

major cities, believed they had more to lose than to gain from the so- 

called village revolution. Professionals with provincial backgrounds, 

a product of the postindependence expansion of education, were the 

principal beneficiaries of the departure of their more affluent col­

leagues. Because their services were needed in an expanding bureaucracy 
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advancement was often rapid.

With the exception of purges, these developments enabled poli­

tically nonstrategic sectors of the national elite to absorb persons 

from the periphery and regional minorities without too much dislocation. 

Not only was the pie being cut differently because of a sympathetic 

political leadership, it was also much bigger.

Finally, there are certain areas, outside of the Regional Command, 

government cabinets, internal security agencies, and the leadership of 

the armed forces, in which persons from the periphery are well placed. 

Specifically, they occupy many of the key positions which serve to pro­
tect and consolidate Ba’thi rule, such as provincial governor,59 news­

paper editor,60 and presidents of unions, professional associations, 

universities, and militias.61 This, perhaps, is a truer measure of the 

periphery’s power than its representation in the elite as a whole. As 

long as these strategic posts are held by the periphery, the regime is 

relatively secure.

This chapter has shown, first, that political power has shifted 

dramatically from center to periphery since the Ba’thi revolution and 

second, that persons from al-Lâdhiqïyah and from the ’Alawi community 

form a central group within the coalition of the periphery that now 

rules Syria. The existence of political differences within this coali­

tion should not detract from its preeminently congruent objectives or 

from the overriding questions of how and why this revolution occured.
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NOTES TO CHAPTER II

1. For a description of Ba’thi organization, see Kamel S. Abu Jaber, 
' The Arab Ra'th Socialist Party: History, Ideology and Organization 

(Syracuse: Syracuse University Press, 1966), pp. 139-45 and Itamar 
Rabinovich, Syria Under the Ba'th, 1963-1966: The ArmY-rarty Symbl- 

. osis (Jerusalem: Israel Universities Press, 1972), pp. 230 31.

2. In a typical cabinet formed in December 1972, for example, only six­
teen of thirty-one ministers were Ba*this. Most of the others, how­
ever, were ex-Ba'this or socialists of one persuasion or another.

3. The predominance of Damascenes and Aleppans in cabinets between 1946 
and 1958 is documented in pp. 42, 45, and 46.

4. Al-Hayât, 1 March 1966. Tawil was also Minister of Social and Labor 
Affairs from March 1966 to October 1968. He was a member of the 
Ba’thi Military Committee, a group of officers who managed to obtain 
most strategic command positions within the officer corps between 
1963 and 1966. Most officers in the Military, Committee were Alawis 
and Druzes (Van Dam, "The Struggle for Power," p. 18).

5. A judge from al-Lâdhiqïyah alleged this relationship during an in­
terview in December 1974.

6. Ibid. According to other sources, Asad was educated in Damascus 
(L*Orient—Le Jour, 15 October 1970).

7. Rusturn was also Director of Party Education (L'Orient-Le Jour, 22 
March 1969 and 1 April 1969).

8. Originally a teacher, Saddïqnï rose to prominence as the party's 
' Director of Information and Propaganda (Interviews with an editor 

from al-Lâdhiqïyah and the son of a Damascene ex-Prime Minister, 
June 1974).

9. Mir, an officer from Masyâf who participated in the Alawi-led 
February 1966 coup, was a founding member of the Military Committee 
(Van Dam, "The Struggle for Power," p. 10 and Al-Hayât, 1 March 
1966).

10. Van Dusen, "Intra- and Inter-Generational Conflict,’ p. 406; inter­
views with a judge from al-Lâdhiqïyah, December 1974, an academic 
from al-Lâdhiqïyah, January 1975, and an American anthropologist, 
August 1975.
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11. In some respects, the coup replaced one *Alawi—al-Lâdhiqïyah domi­
nated Ba’thi faction with another more moderate one. As was noted 
at che time, "the expulsion of Salah Jadld from the centers of po-_ 
wer in Syria does not mean the end of the sectarian system (al-nizam 
al-ta if!), for Salah Jadid was only one of the pillars of the sys­
tem, not the whole system"(Al-Hawadlth, 20 November 1970) .

1

12. For background to this coup d’etat, see Malcolm H. Kerr, Hafiz 
Asad and the Changing Patterns of Syrian Politics," International 
Journal 28 (1973):689-706. Antagonisms between Asad and Jadld were 
fundamentally rooted in ambition, ideological differences, and con­
flicting interpretations about the role of the military in Syrian 
politics. While Asad built a solid following in the armed forces, 
Jadid’s strength was based largely on the support of a majority of 
Regional Command members and the party’s civilian wing^ In a 
series of showdowns between 1968 and 1969, many of Jadid s associ­
ates were ousted and Asad was able to place his supporters in stra­
tegic positions. Asad attempted several coups d'etat before finally 
succeeding in November 1970. The complexity and uncertainty of the 
political situation in Syria between 1968 and 1970 was summed up by 
the London Economist in an article appropriately entitled "Yes, No, 
Yes—Yes It was a Coup" (27 November 1970). The dispute between 
Asad and Jadid, it should be stressed, transcended ethnic and geo­
graphic divisions. Among Jadld's associates ousted between 1968 and 
1970, for example, were several members of the Isma’ili Jundi clan 
(Sami, Khalid, 'All, Muhammad, and 'Abd al-Karim), who were scat­
tered throughout the elite, as well as several members of the Alawi 
Nu'aysa clan, including three officers, a provincial governor, and a 
member of the Regional Command. Sunnis, like Ahmad Suwaydanl and 
Muhammad 'Id ’Ashawl suffered a similar fate. Among the many per­
sons who were ousted after Asad's 1970 coup were several prominent 
'Alawis (Ibrâhîm Makhus and two of Salah Jadld*s cousins, Izzat and 
Kasir), non-'Alawis from al-Lâdhiqïyah (Muhammad Rabah al-Tawll, 
most notably), and Sunnis like Nür al-Dln al-Atasi from Hirns and 
Yusuf Zu'ayyln from Dayr az-Zawr.

13. Van Dusen, "Intra- and Inter-Generational Conflict," p. 409; al- 
Hayat, 29 October 1968 and 15 November 1970; interview with an 
American journalist, June 1974. Ibrahim was also once Commander of 
the important Maydan Division and Army Field Commander (Arab Report 
and Record, 16-30, November 1970, p. 644).

14. Interview with Israeli academic, February 1975.

15. Thirty-five year old Rif’at Asad, once a petty clerk in the town of 
. al-LSdhiqlyah, has been asource of embarassment to Hafiz, for his 

"behaviour as an independent warlord at the head of a private army 
is increasingly scandalous. ... Rifaat is a law to himself his 
men call him 'the Leader,' and no Syrian official dares resist his 
illicit exactions. He is said to have free drawing rights on the 
Syrian Central Bank, his own prison, and intelligence operations in 
Lebanon as well as Syria. He had a reputation for immense corrup­
tion—'he must be worth 30 or 40 million Syrian pounds by now,' 
said one businessman. Friction with the regular ai...y has developed 
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to the point where he has had to set up his own military police 
(The Guardian Weekly, 22 September 1973). Rif at s privileged 
force is feared by ordinary Syrians (Interview with psychiatrist 
from al—Ladhiqiyah, December 1974). Hafiç tolerates it for, as one 
Syrian official observed, "if there is a coup, you can be sure there 
will be a counter-coup within 24 hours. No one can touch the^Presi- 
dent as long as the defense force is commanded by his brother" (Ci­
ted in Ted Morgan, "The Wild Men Become a Nation," New York Times 
Magazine, 18 May 1975, p. 81). In April 1975, Rifat was elected 
to the Regional Command of the Ba1 th Party and appointed Commander 
of a so-called Special Defense Council (Arab Report and Record, 1­
15 April 1975, p. 229).

16. Another of Hafiz al-Asad's brothers, Jamil, was elected recently to 
the National Assembly (Arab Report and Record, 10-31 May 1973, p. 
237) .

17. ShihâbI is a Sunni. Zâzâ, an 'Alawi born in Tartüs in 1932, was 
one of six members of’a""Military Council" formed by Asad at the 
time of his so-called "white coup" of November 19u8. As Director 
of Military Intelligence, he was one of Asad's main military sup­
porters in his 1970 coup (Al-Hayat, 29 November 1968; Syria, Arab 
Office for Press and Documentation, Deuxième cabinet Mahmoud Ayoubi£ 
Structure, analyse et biographies (Damascus, 1974) , p. 14). All 
al-Madani was also one of Asad’s principal military supporters,,in 
the 1970 coup (Al-Hayât, 15 November 1970). Other members of "The 
Big Ten" are said to include Mustafa Tias, Mustafa Sharba, Tawfiq 
al-Jihnl, and Mahmud 'Azam. Tias, a Sunni, has been Minister of 
Defense since March 1972. Appointed Deputy Commander-in-Chief of 
the armed forces in 1971, he is also conveniently the brother-in-law 
of the Deputy Commander of the Palestine Liberation Army (Arab Re­
port and Record 16-31 May 1971, p. 264; Cahiers de 1'Orient contem­
porain 25 (December 1968):45; Los Angeles Times, 22 June 1976). 
Sharba participated in Asad's coups of 1968 and 1970. In 1968, he 
was appointed Commander of the Seventieth Brigade, the most impor­
tant within Syria (Al-Hayat, 28 October 1968). JihnT is Commander 
of the Commando Forces, and 'Azâm is a Palestinian (Interview with 
Israeli academic, February 1975). Muhammd Khull, Director of,,Air 
Force Intelligence, is probably also a member of "The Big Ten".

18. These statistics are compiled from Jürj Faris, ed., Man Hum fl al- 
• Alam al-'Arabi (Damascus: Maktabat al-Dirâsât al-Sürlyah wa al- 
'ArabTyah, 1957), the only "Who’s Who" ever to be published in Syria.

19. Because many ministers still hold portfolios, the boundaries of the 
period under analysis have been relaxed. For convenience, the for­
mation of a new cabinet in September 1974 has been chosen as a cut­
off point for length of service.

20. Interview with an editor from al-Ladhiqïyah, June 1974.

21. Winder, "Syrian Deputies and Cabinet Ministers," pp. 420, 421-22.
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22. MacIntyre, "Syrian Political Age Differentials," pp. 207-13. To 
some extent, this youthfulness is evident throughout the elite. 
Ahmad Iskandâr Ahmad is an extreme example. Born in 1944, he is 
from a small village in Hirns. After a stint as political editor 
for the Syrian Arab New Agency (SANA), he was appointed, at the age 
of 27, Director General and Editor—in-Chief of the state publishing 
house (Syria, Deuxième cabinet Mahmoud Ayoub1, p. 17).

23. Colombe, "Remarques sur le Ba’th," p. 59.

24. Thus, Nür al-Dïn al-AtâsI, Ibrâhîm Makhüs, and Yüsuf Zu’ayyïn ail 
served as volunteer doctors during the Algerian war of independence 
(Kerr, "Hafiz Asad and Changing Patterns," p. 693). Zu’ayyin is 
AtasI's brother-in-law (Rabinovich, Syria Under the Ba'th, p. 242).

25. Syria, Arab Office for Press and Documentation, Rapport 1967-1968 
sur 1’économie syrienne (Damascus, 1968), p. c.63; L'Orient Le Jour, 
27 October 1970.

26. Syria, Deuxième cabinet Mahmoud Ayoubi, p. 13.

27. Among teachers on the Regional Command were Muhammad al-Zu'bl, Ahmad 
al-Khatlb, and Marwan HabbSsh from Dar'a, Hamud al-Shüfl and Jamil 
Shayyâ*from as-Suwaydâ', Jürj Saddlqnl, 'Adnan Shuman, and Muhammad 
Haydar from al-Lâdhiqïyah, and Adib Milhim from Dayr az-Zawr.

28. Cahiers de 1’Orlent contemporain 26 (February 1969):49.

29. Syria, Deuxième cabinet Mahmoud Ayoub1, p. 15. Other ministers who 
were professors included ’Abd al—Hashim in medicine, Muhammad al— 
'Imâdl in economics, 'AdnSn Mustafa in physics, and 'Abdallah Wafiq 
al-Shahldl in nuclear physics.

30. This was Mustafa Haddad, a professor of botany (Syria, Arab Office 
for Press and Documentation, Structure du deuxieme cabinet Atassi 
et biographies de ses membres (Damascus, 1969) , p. 13).

31. They were: Nur al—Din al—AtasI, Ibrahim Makhus, Yusuf Za ayyln, 
* Habib HaddSd, and Dâwüd Riddawl. Sami al-Juntil, who in fact is a - 

dentist, served as a cabinet minister before February 1966.

32. They were the two Faysal brothers, Yüsuf and WSsil, from Hirns.

33. Syria, Arab Office for Press and Documentation, Structure du pre­
mier cabinet Khlefaoui et biographies de ses membres (Damascus, 
1972), p. 13. Parenthetically, in 1972 Sa'dah met a death that 
few other Syriaro can claim: he was run over by amotorcycle in Penang 
Malaysia (Arab Report and Record, 1-15 November, 1972, p. 540).

34. Five of fourteen ministers who were lawyers also served on the Re­
gional Command: Muhammad 'Id 'Ashawl, Fa'iz al-Jasim, ’Abd al- 
Karlm ’Adi, 'Abd al-Hallm Khaddam, and Mashhür Zaitun. Regional 
Command lawyers who were not ministers included: Ahmad Abu Salih, 
FahmI YüsufI, Muhammad 'All HalabT, and 'Isâm Nâ'ib.
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35. Syria, Arab Office for Press and Documentation, Structure du pre­
mier cabinet Atassi et biographies de ses members (Damascus, 1968), 
p. 7.

36. Ibid., p. 12.

37. Winder, "Syrian Deputies and Cabinet Ministers," pp. 52-53.

38. Michael H. Van Dusen, "Political Integration and Regionalism in
' Syria," Middle East Journal 26 (1972): 134; Syria, Structure du pre­

mier cabinet Khlefaoui, p. 1; Van Dusen "Intra- and Inter-Genera­
tional Conflict," p. 406; Cahiers de 1*Orient contemporain 25 (De­
cember 1968): 45.

39. Rabinovich,Syria Under the Ba th, p. 235; Eliezer Be’eri, Army Offi­
cers in Arab Politics and Society (New York: Praeger, 1970), p. 165.

1

40. Hafiz was nevertheless from a poor family (Be’eri, Army Officers, 
p. 155). Khulayfawl's family was of Moroccan origin (L'Orient—Le 
Jour, 2 April 1971).

41. Al-Jarïdah, 23 July 1966; L'Orient-Le Jour, 3 March 1969. Jundl 
was a cousin of Sami al—Jundi, another command member.

42. Van Dusen, "Political Integration and Regionalism," p. 134.

43. Bernard Vernier, "Le rôle politique de l'armée de Syrie," Politique 
étrangère 29 (1964):466.

44. Syria, Deuxième cabinet Mahmoud Ayoubi, p. 10.

45. Syria, Structure du deuxième cabinet Atassi, p. 14.

46. Interview with a judge from al-Ladhiqlyah, December 1974. VAdnan 
Khaddâm, also a lawyer, was parliamentary deputy from Bâniyâs from 
1954 until 1957, for example.

47. Interview with an American anthropologist, August 1975.

48. This difference is confirmed by data on the type, level, and place 
of elite members' higher education. If command members advanced 
beyond secondary school at all, it was to the "poor man’s universi­
ty"—the Hirns Military Academy—or to Syrian universities. Few 
ministers did not possess undergraduate degrees and, unlike command 
members, many had postgraduate degrees. Furthermore, a great many 
attended foreign universities: ’Umar al-Sibâ’T, Najï al-Darawishah, 
Mustafa Haddad, Mahmud Sa'dah, and Nürallah NÛrallâh in France, 
Ahmad al-Hasan in Britain, Muhammad al'Imâdï in the United States, 
and ’Abd âl-Hashïm in the Soviet Union, to name a few. That they 
could afford this expense is a measure of their relatively privi­
leged social position.
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49. Damascenes who later became cabinet ministers, for example, pre­
viously held the posts_of Director General of the Ministry of Edu­
cation (MahmUd al-Ayyubi), Secretary General and Director of Bud­
gets in the Ministry of Finance (Muwaffaq al-Shurbajl and Ahmad 
Murad respectively), Secretary General of the Ministry of Religious 
Endowments (Ghalib ’Abdun), Secretary General of the Ministry of 
Foreign Afflats (’Abdallah al-Khânî), and Director of Social and. 
Economic Planning in the Ministry of Planning (Muhammad al-’Imadl) 
(Al-Hayât, 25 December 1972, 4 January 1966, and 2 March 1966; 
Cahiers de 1'Orient contemporain 26 (February 1969):48; Syria, 
Deuxième cabinet Mahmoud Ayoubi, pp. 14, 15).

50. Although purges started in the early 1960s, they reached their full 
force only after the 1966 coup d'etat. Three months after the coup, 
Jamil Shayy.a, the Druze Minister of Information, announced to an 
audience what had been apparent to many since February: "We are 
purifying the state machinery of reactionary elements." Within 
a few days, twenty diplomats were retired by decree, and another 
fifty-eight were transferred. One week later the activities of the 
National Union of Students were suspended and its president arrested.
The dismissal of twenty-two magistrates and the transferral of ninety­
seven judges through "administrative reorganization" followed. An 
additional sixteen judges were arrested for protesting these actions. 
Nor were the Ba’th party or the army unaffected by the spirit of the 
season: in May, twenty-two Ba’this were expelled from the Aleppo 
branch of the party, and in June, seventy officers were retired. 
By September, the Federation of Trade Unions, whose president at the 
time was a relation of the Isma’ili Director of State Security, an 
nounced its intention to purge public enterprises of "reactionary
saboteurs and enemies of the revolution." Dismissals, which con 
tinued throughout the following year, even touched the state Syrian 
Insurance Company (Cahiers de 1*Orient contemporain 23 (October
1966): 36-37 and (December 1966):28).

51. Van Dam, "The Struggle for Power," p. 8.

52. Sami al-Jundl, Al-Ba’th (Beirut: Dar Al-Nahar, 1969), p. 136.
This "convoy" is not so unusual. Jimmy Carter’s campaign manager, 
Hamilton Jordan, recently played on the Washington establishment's 
fears of a Georgian invasion when he joked that "we're going to set 
up our mobile homes on the south lawn of the White House." Another 
Georgian, Julian Bond, also noted the number of Georgians moving 
to Washington, D.C., after Carter's victory: "The loudest sound 
heard in Atlanta was the quiet clicks of thousands of suitcase locks 
closing for the Great Exodus." (Newsweek, 22 November 1976, p. 26).

53. Interview with a former editor of a Ba'th party newspaper, June 1974.

54. These data are compiled from several volumes of Syria's Statistical 
Abstract, 1962-1971.

55. Salâh Wazzân, an officer from al-Lâdhiqïyah, was, for example, made 
Director of the State Sugar Company (Al-Hayat, 4 January 1966).



73

Ba*this were appointed to such diverse posts as Director of the 
Agricultural Bank (Mut'ib Shinân from as-Suwayda') and Director 
of the Consumer Goods Organization (’Abd al-Karlm Adi from ^amah) 
(L'Orient—Le Jour, 27 October 1970; Arab Report and Record, 16-30 
November 1970). There is also, of course, a political bandwagon 
effect, with skilled people becoming Ba'this in order to advance 
professionally.

56. Avraham Ben-Tzur, "The Neo-Ba’th Party of Syria," Journal of Cgn 
temporary History 3 (1968):172. Ben-Tzur's method of data col­
lection" was somewhat unconventional: he used Ba thi documents 
seized by Israeli forces when they occupied al-Qunaytirah.

57. Such Damascenes as 'Abd al-Latlf Qutayt, Ahmad Badr al-DIn, and 
Mahmud al-Ayyübi, to name oAly a few, were directors of such 
verse concerns as the State Corporation for Public Industry and the 
Union of Textile Industries, the Hidjaz Railways Company, and Di 
rector of Administrative Affairs for the Euphrates Corporation 
respectively (L'Orient—Le Jour, 27 October 1970 and 2 January 1966; 
Al-Hayat, 4 January 1966; Syria, Deuxième cabinet Mahmoud Ayoubi, 
p. 9). Non-Ba'this from the periphery also fared well. Mustafa 
Hallaj, for example, a Socialist Unionist from al-Ladhiqlyah, was 
appointed Director of the State Tobacco Monopoly in 1969 (L Orient 
Le Jour, 27 October 1970; Syria, Structure du premier cabinet
Khlefaoui, p. 11).

58. Between 1956 and 1969, an estimated 58 percent of all Syrian pro­
fessionals left the country (Kerr, "Hafiz Asad and Changing Pat­
terns," p. 692). Such emigration quickened in the 1960s as a re­
sult of booming economies and shortages of skilled persons in Arab 
oil-producing states. Countries like Kuwait and rival Iraq offered 
wages that were considerably higher than those paid within Syria.

59. Since 1963, Ba'this from al-Lâdhiqlyah were at various times gover- 
' nors of Damascus, Hamah, and Dayr az-Zawr ('Abd al-Hallm Khaddam, 

Muhammad Haydar, and As'ad Saqr). Provinces which provided most 
members to the Regional Command generally also provided most gover 
nors, for the latter post was often a step to command membership. 
Dar'5, for instance, sent governors to al-Hasakah, al-Ladhiqlyah, 
and Hamah ('Abdallah al-Fa11ah and Muhammad Talib Hilal).while 
Ba’this from Dayr az-Zawr were variously governors to Dar a, Hamah, 
al-Hasakah, and Hirns (Muhammad ’Id ’Ashawl, Fa’iz al-Jasim, and 
Marwan Sabbâgh) (Middle East Record 1967, p. 493; Syria, Structure 
du deuxième cabinet Atassi, p. 13; Syria, Deuxieme cabinet Mahmp^ 
AynnFH j p- 9: Syria. Structure du premier cabinet Khlefaoui, p. 14; 
Cahiers de 1’Orient contemporain 26 (February 1969):49 and 25 (De­
cember 1968): 45).

60. The only newspapers of any real importance, al-Ba'th and al-Thawrah 
are party organs. They have more or less consistently been edited 
by party members from the provinces, such as Ismâ’ll 'UrfT, Naji 
al-Darawishah, and Ahmad IskandSr Ahmad from Dayr az-Zawr, Dar a, 
and Hires respectively. The state publishing house, D3r al-Wahdah, 
has similarly had provincial Ba’thi directors, although recently 
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a Damascene, 1Adnan BaghajatT, held this position. While little is 
known about those who manage Syrian radio and television, for at 
least two years its director was As'ad Saqr, a Ba'thi from Jablah 
in al-Ladhiqlyah (Rabinovich, Syria Under the Ba'th, p. 125, Al- 
Hayat , 30 May 1969; L!Pilent-Le Jour, 27 October 1970; Cahiers de 
l'Orient contemporain 26 (February 1969):49).

61. Fâ'iz Nâsir from Dar'â was president of the Syrian Teachers Associ­
ation before becoming a cabinet minister in 1970, for example, and 
Mut * ib Shinân from as-Suwayda' was president of the Syrian Students 
Association between 1966 and 1969. Similarly, Khalid al—Jundï, an 
Isma’ili from Hamah, was president of the General Federation of 
Trade Unions before being ousted in the late 1960s, and Muhammad 
RabAh al-Tawïl, a Ba'thi officer from al-Lâdhiqïyah, commanded the 
Popular Army, a militia of peasants and workers. Until assassinated 
in 1977, Muhammad al-Fadi, a close 'Alawi friend of President Asad, 
was president of Damascus University (Syria, Structure du premier 
cabinet Khlefaoui, pp. 13, 16; Middle East Record, 1967, p. 490; 
Cahiers de l'Orient contemporain 26 (Februrary 1969):48; New York 
Times, 10 July 1977).



CHAPTER III

THE SYRIAN MILITARY : AN INSTRUMENT 
OF GEOGRAPHICAL REVOLUTION

In a crowded bus, somewhere in the Middle East, a man turns 
to his neighbor:

’’Excuse me sir, are you in the army?"
"No."
"Do you have a son or a brother in the army?"
"No."
"Are any of your in-laws in the army?"
"No."
"Then, curse your father, stop crushing my toes."

—A Middle Eastern joke

Military intervention has become a major means of effecting poli­

tical change in Third World countries. Syria has been no exception: 

since 1949, the armed forces have wielded power directly or, from off 

center stage, written the words to dramas acted out by civilian politi­

cians. Whereas military rule was at first precarious (there were three 

coups d’etat in 1949 alone), it has become an ever more permanent fix­

ture on the national political landscape.

More to the point, the geographic periphery and regional minori­

ties rose to national prominence in the mid-1960s through a military 

coup d’etat; they could not easily have done so In any other manner. 

How the army came to be the vanguard of a geographical revolution, as 

well as an instrument of political change, is the subject of this chap­

ter.

75
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The Geographical and Ethnic Composition 
of the Armed Forces Before 1946

Foundations for the periphery's seizure of power in the 1960s were 

partly laid during the French mandate over Syria and Lebanon between 

World Wars I and II. During this period, France created a number of lo­

cal armed forces that were strikingly unbalanced in their geographical 

and ethnic composition. These forces formed the nucleus of the modern 

Syrian military.
The nomenclature and organization of France's locally raised armed 

forces were somewhat confusing. Initially, it created a body known as 

La Legion Syrienne. This evolved into the so-called Troupes Auxiliaires^ 

which in 1930 merged with another ephemeral force, the Troupes Supple^ 

tives, to become the Troupes Spéciales du Levant. Control of this lat­

ter force passed to Syria only in 1946. Because data on the ethnic com­

position of these forces exist only for 1924-28, this section is con­

cerned initially with the Troupes Auxiliaires. Like preceding and suc­

ceeding forces, the Troupes Auxiliaires were recruited from Syria and 

Lebanon. Although French data presentation makes each of these two 

countries^ contribution to the Troupes Auxiliaires impossible to assess, 

a large majority of soldiers were Syrian.

Like most armies formed by colonial powers, the Troupes Auxiliaires 

included a disproportionate number of regional minority soldiers. 'Ala- 

wis in particular were overrepresented, accounting for slightly less 

than 20 percent on average of all soldiers. Moreover, the proportion of 

'Alawis steadily increased from 17 percent in 1924 to 21 percent in 1928, 

a little less than double their share of the total population of Syria 

and Lebanon. Because there are very few 'Alawis in Lebanon and a minor­

ity of all soldiers were Lebanese, however, their share of the Syrian
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contingent was probably greatly understated. The Druzes were notably 

underrepresented during this period partly because they were in revolt 

against colonial rule between 1925 and 1927. Few wished to enlist in a 

force used to suppress their kinsmen (see fig. 3.1).
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CHRISTIAN
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3. 1
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OTHER 1.3

Percent of Soldiers
Percent Total Population

Fig. 3.1. Ethnic Composition of the Troupes Auxiliaires, 1924-1928 (Pre­
pared from data in République Française, Ministère des Affaires Etran­
gères , Rapport sur la situation de la Syrie et du Liban, 1924-1928)

Overrepresentation of other minorities is partly masked by French 

subpopulation definitions. The Sunni category, for example, included 

non-Arabic speaking Kurds and Circassians, both of whom were extremely 
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overrepresented in the Troupes Auxiliaires, its adjuncts, and successors. 

Furthermore, Syrian Sunnis were more underrepresented and Syrian Chris­

tians more overrepresented than the data imply, because most soldiers 

came from Sunni-dominated Syria, rather than Lebanon, where Christians 

constitute 50 percent of the population.

Only a portion of all Syrians under arms during these years were 

in the Troupes Auxiliaires. In 1925, the French formed an additional 

force, the Troupes Suppletives, from the gardes ruraux, the gardes mo­

biles, and the gendarmerie to assist existing troops in quelling the 

Druze revolt and a concurrent nationalist uprising. The Troupes Supple­

tives included an even greater proportion of minority soldiers than the 

Troupes Auxiliaires, comprising seven companies of Lebanese artillery­

men and six Druze, eight Circassian, three Kurd, four mixed, and several 

’Alawi squadrons, among others.The colonial power considered minority 

communities loyal in its hour of crisis. Thus, the Alawi community did 

not participate in the revolt; in fact, "it speedily furnished, through 

voluntary enlistment, the men necessary for the formation of squadrons 

of gardes mobiles."3 When the Troupes Suppletives were merged in 1930 

with the Troupes Auxiliaires to form the Troupes Speciales du Levant, 

the nucleus of the Syrian military thus contained an even greater per­

centage of minority soldiers than the tabulated data for 1924-28 imply.

Conversely, after the 1925—27 revolt, the French tended to recruit 

fewer Sunni soldiers. Because Sunni Arabs were at the forefront of the 

nationalist movement, the colonial power viewed them as potentially 

disloyal irritants in a force designed to be a pliant and repressive 

instrument of its rule. Indeed, many Sunnis deserted the Troupes Auxili­

aires during the revolt; this is reflected in the preceding data.
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The revolt also confirmed French prejudices concerning the fighting 

abilities of different ethnic groups. The bearing of these stereotypes 

on colonial recruitment policy will be examined later. Suffice it to 

note here that the fierceness of Druze resistance to colonial pacifica­

tion operations earned the community a begrudging respect among French 

officers. Ironically, after their defeat Druzes were encouraged to en­

list in the Troupes Spéciales. By 1934, there were six Druze squadrons, 

and as a French observer noted:

It would not be difficult to increase this number, because many 
Druzes volunteer. At Souaida, we met one who awaited his turn 
to enlist : he was number 328 in line.

Data on the Troupes Auxiliaires indicate little about the composi­

tion of particular ranks. As the French themselves admitted, initially 

nonofficer ranks "were almost exclusively made up of Muslims and 'Alawis 

(sic)" while "the majority of officers were Christian.Nor do these 

data specify soldiers' geographical origins. More detailed information 

on the officer corps compensate for these deficiencies and enable com­

parisons between pre- and postindependence recruitment patterns.

Some 250 officers graduated from the Syrian Military Academy be­
fore 1946, when control of the school passed out of French hands.6 Over 

50 percent of these officers, however, came from Damascus and al-Ladhi- 

qTyah. The former provided one-third of all officer cadets, the latter 

almost one-quarter. As-Suwayda* was similarly overrepresented, sending 

over twice as many cadets to the academy as one would expect from the 

region's share of the total population. Only 11 percent of all officers, 

by contrast, came from Aleppo, which at that time contained 30 percent 

of all Syrians (see map 3.1 and fig. 3.2).
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Fig. 3.2. Geographical Origins of Pre-1946 Military Academy Graduates 
(Prepared from data in Van Dusen, ’’Intra— and Inter—Generational Con­
flict," Appendices 1-3, pp. 375-90)

Note: Not all of these provinces existed before 1946. Current provin­
cial definitions are used to facilitate comparisons between pre- and 
postindependence periods. Pre—1946 data for Aleppo include Idlib and 
ar-Raqqah provinces.
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Ethnic imbalances were even more striking, with Sunni Arabs ac­

counting for less than one—half of all graduates. Most of these came 

from Damascus. By constrast, minorities—particularly Druzes, Circas­

sians, and Armenians—were very overrepresented. This imbalance was 

evident even at the regional level: 62 percent of officers from the

predominantly Sunni Arab province of Aleppo were from minority communi­

ties. Similarly, ten of the twelve officers from the overwhelmingly 

Sunni Arab Dar'a region were Circassian. Significantly, 'Alawis were 

underrepresented in the officer corps, probably because they generally 

lacked the qualifications for admission to the academy, being an educa­

tionally disadvantaged community. Most officers from al-Lâdhiqlyah were 

from the more privileged Christian community (see fig. 3.3 and table 3.1 ) .

The proportion of officers from particular regions and ethnic 

groups varied in each graduating class. Significantly, the approach of 

independence coincided with an apparent French attempt to cram the offi­

cer corps with non-Sunnis and persons from al-Ladhiqiyah. In the 1945 

class, for example, fourteen of the twenty-four graduates were from mi­

nority communities and in that of 1946, the last before independence, 

slightly under one-half of the nineteen graduates came from al-Ladhiqiyah.

Military Recruitment and French 
Divide-and-Rule Policies

The armed forces' unbalanced composition during the mandate is 

best explained by France's general divide-and-rule strategy in the Levant 

An unrepresentative military was both a reflection of this strategy and 

an instrument of it.

French policy in Syria was profoundly influenced by the methods 

and goals of Lyautey's administration of Morocco between 1912 and 1925.
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Geographical and Ethnic Origins of Pre-1946 Military Academy Graduates

Table 3.1

Province

Ethnic Group

Sunnia Christian 1Alawi Druze Kurd Circassian Other Total

no. % no. % no. % no. % no. % no. % no. % no. %

Damascus 72 28.0 4 1.6 • • * • • • • • * • • 5 2.0 3 1.2 • • • • • • • 84 33.6
3 1 2 2 0.8 9 3.6 29 11.6

Aleppo 11 4.4 4 1.6 • • • • • • • • • • • * • •

Hirns 17 6.8 2 0.8 • • • • • • • • * • • • • • 3 1.2 1 0.4 • • • * • • • 23 9.2

Hamah 12 4.8 3 1.2 • • • • • • • • • • • • • * 2 0.8 • • • • • • • 7 2.8 24 9.6

Al-Ladhiqlyah 7 2.8 27 10.8 18 7.2 • • • ♦ • • • 1 0.4 • • • * • • • 1 0.4 54 21.6
1 0.4

Dayr az-Zawr 1 0.4 « • • • • • • • • * • • • • • • • • • • • • ’ • •
2 0.8 1 0.4 5 2.0

Al-Hasakah 2 U. 8 • • • • • • • e • • • • • • • « • • • • •

As-Suwayda' e e • « • • * • • • • • • • • • • • 18 7.2 • • • " • • • • • • • • • * • • • • - • • 18 7.2

Dar'a 1 0.4 • • • • • • • • • • • ■ • « 1 0.4 • • • • 10 . 4.0 • * • • • • • 12 4.8

Total 123 49.2 40 16.0 18 7.2 19 7.6 16 6.4 16 6.4 18 7.2 250 100.0

Source: Prepared from data in Van Dusen, "Intra- and Inter-Generational Conflict," Appendix 4, pp. 

391-413.

^Excluding Kurds and Circassians.
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Many of the first French officials in Syria were either a part of Lyau- 

tey’s entourage or served in Morocco.® Lyautey stressed three policies 

in particular : ruling through local traditional elites, exploiting eth­

nic differences, and favoring rural and peripheral populations against 

urban and central ones. These found simultaneous expression when the 

French created ethnically homogeneous micro-states in Syria, for this 

was considered to be a most effective means of perpetuating colonial 
Q rule.

Initially, the French established four such states in 1920: the 

State of Grand Liban, the Government of Damascus, the Territory of the 

Alaouites, and the Government of Aleppo, within which the qadha of 
Alexandretta became a largely autonomous sanjaq.*0 The latter was sub­

sequently ceded to Turkey in 1939, a flagrant violation of the mandate’s 

terms.11 In 1921, the French guaranteed Druze autonomy. This overall 

arrangement lasted until 1922, when the Territory of the Alaouites be- 
12 came a state precariously federated with Aleppo and Damascus. In 

1924, the so-called Federation of Syrian States was abolished, Aleppo 

and Damascus united to form the single state of Syria, and the State of 

the Alaouites reconstituted as an enlarged, autonomous entity. A 1930 

organic law renamed the States of the Alaouitesand the Druzes the Govern­

ments of Latakia and Jabal Druze respectively. They remained as such 

until they were reincorporated within Syria in 1936 as provinces (muhâ- 

fazât) with a large degree of autonomy. By a 1939 decree, they re­

verted to their pre-1936 status in practice if not in theory. They 

finally and fully merged with the rest of Syria only during World War 

II. Furthermore, the colonial power encouraged autonomist aspirations 

in flimç and flawrah and instituted a special administrative regime in
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the Jazirah.
If all this seems rather complicated, it is probably because it 

actually was.1Zt At times, the French appeared to be test-marketing 

brand names for new states or testing a hypothesis about the shape, size, 

and spatial efficiency of political units under the very best laboratory 

conditions. Colonial strategy, as manifested territorially, was osten­

sibly one of divide et misce, or "divide and confuse."

Apart form concretizing and encouraging ethnic differences, the 

creation of micro-states confirmed and extended the power of traditional 

elites, who developed a vested interest in perpetuating the status quo. 

By co-option, the French hoped to compartmentalize and contain potential 

opposition to their rule as well as mobilize the periphery against the 

nationalistsbefore the nationlists mobilized it against them. They 

considered peripheral minority groups best qualified for this task be­

cause:
peoples like the Druzes (and)Alawites . . . appeared to resemble 
the Berber tribes of Morocco and Algeria in their traditional 
opposition to the central authorities.

That they could assist the French was recognized even before the man­

date. In 1918, the future first French governor to the *Alawi state 

wrote that the 'Alawis

could be extremely useful, perhaps even indispensable. They are 
all armed and possess weapons and if they wished they could put 
up a stiff resistance to us. . . . We have the greatest interest 
in gaining their good feelings ... and even in favoring them.

This strategy of weakening nationalist opposition by pitting the 

periphery against it and of dividing Syria by emphasizing ethnic differ­

ences led to a policy of encouraging minorities to enlist in the armed 

forces, for they were considered compliant, if not sympathetic, with 

French rule.18 The French intended the army to be an instrument of 
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their policies. This function was not always understood by non-Syrians. 

A member of the Permanent Mandates Commission, for example, observed that

the population of the central part of the country, and of Damas­
cus in particular, devoted themselves to politics and relied on 
the inhabitants of outlying districts to defend them.

At least Syrian nationalists were not under similar illusions about who 

was defending whom.
France’s callous use of Armenian and Circassian troops to quell 

nationalist demonstrations, break strikes, and put down the Druze revolt 

provides the clearest example of its use of locally recruited forces to 

implement its divide-and-rule policies. In using Circassian troops 

against the Druzes, the French were well aware that they were following 

Ottoman precedent in exploiting traditional antagonisms between the two 

communities.20 During the revolt 302 Circassian troops were killed and 

600 wounded serving colonial interests; many more civilians were massa­
cred in reprisals against Circassian villages.21 One out of every 39 

Circassian males was killed during the events of 1925-27. Even more sor­

rowful was the community's plight after the revolt, for the guilt-ridden 

French felt obliged to plead on its behalf by way of reward for its loy­

alty:
If no guarantee is given when France leaves, (the Circassians) 
will find themselves in a precarious position, because the Arabs 
have not forgotten their attitude during the insurrection.

The lack of such a guarantee was, of course, used as a pretext for pro­

longing colonial rule.

Military Recruitment Policies and French 
Ethnic Stereotypes

The colonial power's subjective, artificial division of the popu­

lation into martial and nonmartial ethnic groups provided a rationale 
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for imbalances in the armed forces. Stereotypes both explained recruit­

ment patterns and reinforced them. There was an inverse relationship 

between distance from the center and the amount of information available 

to the French in Syria. This friction of distance distorted French per­

ceptions of spatially peripheral ethnic groups in particular, who were 
23 most misrepresented in the colonial mind.

According to the French, "taken as a whole, the Syrians were not 

a warlike people."24 But there were exceptions: de Jouvenel, High Com­

missioner to Syria and Lebanon during the mid-1920s, commented once that 

"there were two warlike peoples in Syria and the Lebanon, the Druzes and 

the Alaouites."25 This view was widespread. The Druzes were charac­
terized, typically, as "fanatic and bellicose mountaineers"26 and as 

"born soldiers . . . fanatics in every sense of the term."27 The 'Alawis 

were portrayed in wholly similar fashion as "savages and bandits.' So 

were Circassians, described as "soldiers by birth,"2$ fierce like eagles, 

lithe and slender like spears," and "savage cavaliers."2® They were, in 

short, "magnificently endowed for warfare."2^ So presumedly were the 

Isma* ills, who were characterized as "cruel warriors." Indeed, one 

wonders who the French referred to when they observed that "the Syrians 

were not a warlike people," for like everybody else, the Kurds were also 

"born fighters."23 Conspicuous by their absence, of course, were Sunni 

Arabs, whose particular war at the time—against the French—was not ap­

preciated.
But martial skills were not enough, for the ideal soldier had also 

to be a "noble savage." Thus the Druze had a "taste for fighting" and 

"a sense of discipline and would give himself to the point of death to 

the leader of his choosing."34 Although "dour, unfriendly to strangers 
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and inclined to savagery, (he) was capable also of great loyalty and

tough endurance."35 Honor and savagery seemed to be inexplicably and 

inextricably linked in the colonial mind. The Alawis, according to 

their first French governor,

practice to the highest degree the cult of the given word. . . . 
They have a good heart and an evil character—just like perfect 
musketeers, and like them they fight among themselves and . . . 
drink even better. . . . Even in their pillage and brigandage, 
one finds among them a well-tempered soul, a virile character, 
something dignified.

And again, "they are not lacking in gallantry, gentlemanliness, or gran­

deur of the soul."3?

If the 'Alawis were "perfect musketeers," they should have felt 

comfortable seated at a round table with the Circassians, who were "mo­

del (s) of the medieval knight."38 The French found in them

the same gallantry, the same scorn for death, the same pride, in 
conjunction with an active sense of honor. . . . The Circassian is 
attracted instinctively to everything that is noble and generous.

"Even in adversity," it was said, they had "the appearance of good noble­

men."^0 They practiced and exalted "warrior virtues and the cult of 

honor," for "from their mountain origins, they have kept simple and 

clean morals." Naturally, and for the French very conveniently, "death 

by fire is nothing to them."^

French racial and romantic stereotypes concerning mountain groups’ 

fighting abilities were probably imported from Morocco, where Berbers 

were recruited into the armed forces in large numbers. Indeed, there 

are few instances where colonial powers did not habitually yield to such 

spurious stereotypes.42 As Luttwak has facetiously observed:

As soon as the officers of the colonial country landed in a new 
territory, they set about finding the hills and, once there, tried 
to recreate their semi-homosexualizing relationship with the "wily 
Pathan" or "le fier Kabyle" (Berber) by recruiting the supposedly 
"tough" hill men into the army.43
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Military Recruitment and Spatial Variations 
in Economic Opportunity

French self-serving policy and myths about particular ethnic 

groups’ martial skills served only as catalysts to the development of 

geographic and ethnic imbalances in the military, for no matter how 

much the colonial power encouraged regional minorities to enlist, ul­

timately they only did so because they themselves found military ser­

vice attractive.
1Alawis had particularly good reason to view military service with 

favor, for the Jabal ’Alawi, with its poor soil, paltry per capita agri­

cultural production, and overpopulation, is Syria's most underdeveloped 

region.One typical 'Alawi mountain village was described thus during 

World War II:
The wretched inhabitants were in a state of misery, dejection and 
abandon; they were past hope, resigned, their spirit utterly bro­
ken. . . . For a small country (sic) that had been under European 
mandate for 22 years the conditions were unbelievably bad. . . . 
jjot a week passes ... without an Arab suffering unnecessarily 
from fever, disease, . . . hunger or poverty.45

During the mandate an estimated 61 percent of all 'Alawis had trachoma, 

a disease afflicting only 37, 27, and 25 percent of Sunnis, Greek Ortho­

dox, and Armenians respectively in the al-Ladhiqiyah region.4$ Nutri­

tion levels, among the lowest in Syria, were reflected in tragic infant 

mortality rates: in many 'Alawi villages, two of every three children 

died before the age of one.4?

Educationally, 'Alawis were similarly disadvantaged. In 1936 only 

27 percent of all students attending government schools in al-Lâdhiqîyah 

were ’Alawi, although ’Alawis constituted over 60 percent of the pro­

vince’s population. Even this overstated their position, for few atten­

ded the far more numerous and important nongovernment schools in which 
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68 percent of all Syrian and Lebanese students were enrolled. Only 13 

percent of ’Alawis who received some form of education went to private 

u i 48 schools.

Like similarly impoverished, overpopulated mountain areas, the ■ 

Jabal ’Alawi sustained a high rate of emigration during the mandate. In 

1928, for example, 25 percent of emigrants from the French-ruled Levant 

came from the 'Alawi state.49 Although some of these were affluent 

Christians who migrated to Latin America and West Africa, many were im­

poverished 'Alawi peasants who migrated to Lebanese cities particularly. 

There, they swelled the ranks of an urban lumpen-proletariat, taking the 

lowest paid jobs. In Tripoli after World War II, for instance, 'Alawi 

men monopolized shoe shining and refuse collecting, two despised occupa­

tions.50 Others migrated seasonally to Cilicia, where they harvested 

cotton grown on German-financed plantations.51 'Alawi women also moved 

to the cities, where they usually became maidservants. Indeed, the 

terms 'Alawi and maidservant almost became synonymous. As Weulersse 

noted, "there is hardly a Christian household in Latakia (town) which 

doesn’t have its little 'Alawi maidservant."52 Many were sold as ser­

vants at the age of six or seven by their parents, either for life or a 

5 3 ten-year * lease.'

During the first three decades of this century, economic condi­

tions in al-Lâdhiqîyah were especially bad. The attractions of military 

service must be seen in the context of a crisis in the Alawi heartland.

During the second half of the nineteenth century, the Levant ex­

perienced western capitalist penetration. This resulted in the intro­

duction or extension of three export cash crops in particular: silk, 

tobacco, and cotton. Significantly, the Jabal 'Alawi and its coastal 
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margins were among the principal areas of specialization in these crops.$5 

The conversion of agriculture to commodity production brought po­

verty and hardship to the region rather than prosperity. Cash crop pro­

duction requires large capital investments. Because 'Alawi peasants 

were often destitute, however, coastal merchants advanced such capital 

with the crop as collateral. Borrowing rates were so usurous that 'Alawi 

peasants were often unable to meet even interest payments. Many were 

forced to sell their crop for a pittance to city merchants. Hence, al­

though tobacco was a major income source for many 'Alawis, "a minute 

part of this income (went) to the mountain peasant; most of the profits 

(went) to middlemen."56 Cash crop production also contributed to 

changes in land ownership, for debt-ridden peasants, particularly around 

the fringes of the 'Alawi region, were often forced to cede their lands 

to urban money lenders and merchants.

Cash crop production deprived many 'Alawis of control over their 

means of livelihood. Agriculture, formerly subject only to nature's 

vagaries and the greed of tribal chiefs and tax collectors, was now also 

susceptible to the vicissitudes of the international market place.

The consequences of this transformation and the Jabal 'Alawi's 

precarious position at the bottom of an international system of credit 

and marketing soon became apparent. During World War I, sea routes be­

tween the Levant and France were virtually closed, silk houses of Lyon 

discontinued credit, prices fell, and growers uprooted mulberry trees 

to plant food necessary for survival. This disruption "was fatal to 

the Syrian sericulturalist, who . . . lived from day to day. 5? Levan­

tine cocoon production accordingly fell from 6.1 to 0.5 million kilo­

grams between 1914 and 1919.5&
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Production, which recovered temporarily after the war when credit 

lines reopened, declined even more dramatically during the world depres­

sion. Between 1923 and 1934, the price of raw silk fell from 100 to 

only 19 Syrian piastres per kilogram. Between 1930 and 1934, cocoon 

production dropped from 3.5 to 1.3 million kilograms, again because of 

the disappearance of credit.59 Cotton and tobacco production were simi­

larly affected.60

'Alawi peasants suffered particularly acute hardships, for more 

than most parts of Syria, al-Lâdhiqïyah specialized in export crop pro­

duction. Many *Alawis were thrown out of work, sank deeper in debt, or 

fled the region altogether. ’Alawis found themselves at the bottom of 

the Syrian heap during the French mandate. If emigration was one form 

of escape from such appalling poverty, military enlistment was another, 

and the wages 'Alawi soldiers earned "made an important contribution to 

the economic life of the region.■

The Post-1946 Geographical and Ethnic Composition 
of the Armed Forces

Although independence in 1946 ushered in major changes in the of­

ficer corps * s composition, imbalances established during the mandate • 

persisted long after the demise of colonial rule. Regions and ethnic 

groups which were overrepresented during the army's formative years 

tended to remain so. In part, this was due to the development of a 

loose regional and ethnic division of labor, whereby enlistment, parti 

cularly in nonofficer ranks, became a traditional source of employment. 

In part also, it was because of self-recruitment, whereby soldiers' sons 

followed their father's profession or continued family career tradi­

tions.^
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Nevertheless, Syrian control of the Military Academy brought abrupt 
6 3 changes in the number and composition of officer recruits. This was 

intentional, for nationalists had been profoundly critical of France s 

use of the armed forces and were cognizant of the implications of an un­

representative officer corps.

Whereas Sunni Arabs comprised 49.2 percent of all preindependence 

officer cadets, they accounted for 80 percent of all graduates in the 

first five postindependence classes. The percentage of Christians, 

'Alawis, and Druzes fell correspondingly. Geographically, Damascus 

still provided most cadets, although proportionately it sent no more to 

the academy than in preindependence years. The most dramatic change 

was the increased representation of the largely Sunni provinces of Alep­

po, Hirns, and Hamah and the sharp fall in the percentage of cadets from 

the predominantly minority provinces of al-Lâdhiqîyah and as-Suwayda' 

(see map 3.2, figs. 3.4, 3.5, 3.6, 3.7, and table 3.2).

Postindependence changes in recruitment patterns, while not fully 

eliminating the legacy of an unrepresentative officer corps, at least 

ameliorated and reduced imbalances so assiduously cultivated by the 

French. By the mid-1950s, Sunnis occupied most High Command positions. 

Thus, of the seventeen most prominent commanding officers in 1958, only 

one was not a Sunni (see table 3.3).^^

One must be cautious, however, in making inferences about post- 

1952 recruitment patterns from earlier data. Generalizations about such 

patterns are tentative simply because they cannot be substantiated by 

publicly available data.

Sunnis, by all accounts, formed the Military Academy's largest 

group of incoming cadets until the early 1960s, even if 'Alawis in
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Table 3.2

Geographical and Ethnic Origins of Military Academy Graduates, 1947-1951

Province

Ethnic Group

Sunnia Christian . 'Alawi Druze Kurd Circassian Other Total

no. % no. % no. % no. % no. % no. % no. % no. %

Damascus 
Aleppo 
Hirns 
Hamah 
Al-Lâdhiqîyah 
Dayr az-Zawr 
Idlib 
Al-Hasakah 
Ar-Raqqah 
As-Suwayda* 
Dar’a

134 29.5
72 15.7
42 9.8
57 12.4
17 3.7
10 2.2
13 2.8

1 0.2

6 1.3

4 0.9
1 0.2
2 0.4
3 0.6

15 3.3

1 0.2
26 5.7

15 3.3

6 I.?

1 0.2

2 0.4

3 0.7

4 0.9

1 0.2

3 0.7

147 32.1
74 16.2
74 16.2
65 14.2
58 12.7
10 2.2
13 2.8

1 0.2
15 3.3
10 2.2

Unknown
Total

15 3.3
368 80.3

3 0.6
28 6.1 27 5.9 15 3.3 7 1.5 9 2.0 4 0.9

18 3.9
458 100.0

Source: Prepared from data in Van Dusen, "Intra- and Inter-Generational Conflict," Appendix 4, PP- 
391-413.

^Excluding Kurds and Circassians

100



Geographical and Ethnic Origins of High Command Officers, 1958

Table 3.3

Officer Town Community Year of 
Graduation

Position

’Afif Bizri 
Mustafa Hamdün 
Ahmad ’Abd al-Karim 
Ahmad al-Hunaydl 
Tu’ma al-’Awdatallâh 
Husayn Hidda
*Abd al-Ghanï Qannüt 
Muhammad al-Nasr 
Yasin Farjan!
1 Abdallah Jasüma 
J3du 1Izz al-DIn 
Mustafa Râm Hamdan! 
Akram Dayri 
Jamal al-Sufi 
Amin Nafurl
’Abd al-Hamid Sarrâj 
Jamâl Fayçal

Damascus 
Hamah 
Mutb in
Dayr az-Zawr 
Dar’a 
Yabrüd 
Hamah 
Kafr Harib 
Tadmür 
Al-Bab 
As-Suwayda’ 
Him§ 
Damascus 
Hirns 
Nabak 
Hamah 
Hirns

Sunni 
Sunnia 
Sunni 
Sunni 
Sunni 
Sunni 
Sunni 
Sunni 
Sunni 
Sunni 
Druze 
Sunni 
Sunni 
Sunni 
Sunni 
Sunni 
Sunni

- 1946?
1948
1947
1947
1947
1948
1948
1948
1948
1948
1947
1948
1947
1947 

from ranks
1947

2

Chief of Staff
Head of Military Personnel 
Head of Military Operations 
Commander of Armoured Unit 
Commander of Armoured Unit 
Commander of Armoured Unit 
Commander of Armoured Unit 
Commander of Armoured Unit 
Commander of Armoured Unit 
Commander of Armoured Unit 
Commander of Infantry Brigade 
Commander of Infantry Brigade 
Commander of Palestine Front 
Commander of Navy 
Deputy Chief of Staff 
Chief of Intelligence

?

TO
T

Sources: Prepared from data in Seale, The Struggle for Syria, p. 320, and Van Dusen, "Intra- and 
Inter-Generational Conflict," Appendices 3-4, pp. 382-396.

aKurd
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particular remained notably overrepresented in nonofficer ranks. Never­

theless, immediate foundations for the periphery's political ascendancy 

were laid by several developments in the postindependence era.

First, the officer corps's social composition changed dramatically 

after independence. The military's expansion, the lowering of Military 

Academy entrance requirements, and the spreading of educational oppor­

tunities all facilitated an influx of poorer Syrians into officer ranks:

Many secondary school graduates of modest means saw the Homs 
Military Academy as the portal through which they could pass 
to secure a higher education which would bring security and 
increased status. Thus during the war years and those immedi­
ately following, sons of merchants, peasant proprietors, and 
workmen entered the officer corps, changing its composition to 
a considerable extent.65

Richer urban Syrians, conversely, tended to pursue nonmilitary careers, 

often evading compulsory military service or leaving the army immediately 

gf[gr such service had ended.Sunni landed families, who dominated 

Syria's civilian elite until the Ba'thi revolution,

despised the army as a profession. . . . Homs to them was a 
place for the lazy, the rebellious, the academically backward, 
or the socially undistinguished. Few men of good family would 
consider entering the college unless they had failed at school 
or had been expelled.6?

This was one of the worst miscalculations they ever made, for the mili­

tary’s changing social composition gradually radicalized national poli­

tics and ultimately hastened the destruction of the traditional ruling 

class.
The postindependence geographical expansion and upgrading of edu­

cational facilities opened the Military Academy to groups whose inade­

quate qualifications formerly had effectively limited them to nonofficer 

ranks. 'Alawis in particular benefited from new educational opportuni­

ties. In 1950, al-Lâdhiqîyah had only 2,798 students in its seven 
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intermediate and secondary government schools. By 1967, 15,477 students 

attended 57 such schools in the province.68 Ironically, the officer 

corps was especially attractive to educated 'Alawis and other minorities 

because they considered it one of the few professions where their ethnic 

identities would not place them at a disadvantage. Data for the 1947-52 

period understate the position of 'Alawis in the postindependence offi­

cer corps because they are too early to reflect the influx of 'Alawis 

69 brought about by educational expansion.

Furthermore, 1947-52 data are misleading because during the early 

postindependence era, recruitment patterns were overcompensatory to Sun­

nis, who had suffered most from French recruitment policies, and moder­

ately punitive to minority groups, who had acquiesced to and benefited 

from colonial divide-and-rule policies. Although there was an influx of 

Damascene and Aleppan Sunni officers to the army after independence, it 

lost momentum. After the mid-1950s, traditional, more inveterate re­

cruitment patterns partly reasserted themselves.

The proportional representation of regional minority groups also 

grew throughout the 1950s as frequent purges depleted the officer corps 

of many Sunnis who had enlisted in the immediate postindependence era. 

The latter both led and were the principal victims of the plethora of 

coups d'etat that plagued Syria in the 1950s and early 1960s. Minority 

officers, who played little part in coups after the minority-dominated 

Syrian Social Nationalist Party was banned, were the prime beneficiaries. 

They gradually advanced through the army's emasculated command structure 

and obtained increasing numbers of high positions within it.

After the 1963 Ba’thi revolution, purges of the officer corps were 

conducted on an unprecedented and ferocious scale. Specifically, the
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Ba’th attempted to create an "Ideological" army to serve its interests. 

There is general agreement that the armed forces’ composition was sub­

stantially altered in the process, with a large influx of peripheral 

and minority Ba'this. Al-Razzaz, Secretary General of the Ba’th's Na­

tional Command from 1965 to 1966, alleged that after the revolution 

Sunni officers were systematically retired or assigned to unimportant 

positions while strategic positions went to ’Alawis and other minorities. 

In addition, he claimed that preference was given to 'Alawis in admis­

sion to the Military Academy.7Safadl, a disillusioned Ba’thi, simi­

larly charged that urban Sunni officers were pensioned off and excluded 

from entrance into the academy in favor of 'Alawis, who came to dominate 
72 the Fifth and Seventieth Brigades in particular.

Other sources confirm this dramatic shift in the armed forces 

composition. According to an unnamed study cited by Seymour, the pro­

portion of 'Alawis in individual brigades varied between 20 and 100 per­

cent in 1964.73 Hurewitz estimated, with reservations, that as many as 

70 percent of all officers were 'Alawi.7^ Moreover, 'Alawis and Druzes 

were alleged to control virtually all top positions within the armed 

forces :
The posts in most divisions and brigades were divided among 
these two minorities. In case the commander would be an Alawi, 
his deputy would be a Druze, or the other way around.•

Although these data must be interpreted with extreme caution, for 

many would question their accuracy,76 it is indisputable that the armed 

forces' composition changed dramatically after 1963. 'Alawis were pro­

bably not so overrepresented as the above sources state, but overrepre­

sented they certainly were. In some respects,“the army of the latter 
77

half of the 1960s came to resemble that of the 1920s and 1930s. It was 
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the existence, or more accurately the manipulation, of these imbalances 

that enabled the periphery to emerge fully in national politics in 1966.

Regionalism and Ethnicity Within the Officer 
Corps: Some Theoretical Perspectives

The armed forces* composition provides only a partial and static 

explanation of how and why minority officers led the Ba'thi revolution. 

For one, classification of soldiers by geographical and ethnic origins 

implies that these identities are subjectively important to political 

behavior, as well as an objective fact. This has not necessarily always 

been the case. With some notable exceptions, officers* communal affili­

ations were of little practical political importance until the early 

1960s. Similarly, imbalances in the armed forces* composition were ra- 
78 ther irrelevant until the eve of the Ba'thi revolution. Throughout 

the 1950s, lines of cleavage within an acutely factioned officer corps 

were congruent with ideological, rather than primordial differences. Had 

they been otherwise, a minority-dominated regime might have come to 

power far earlier.

Furthermore, although the military contained a disproportionate 

number of 'Alawis and Druzes by 1963, its composition was not such that 

in any coup d'etat in that year minority officers would necessarily have 

played a dominant role by virtue of arithmetic probability. Only in 
79 1966 was this the case.

Finally, the Ba'thi regime's makeup was initially shaped more by 

the origins of those politically active officers who led the revolution 

than by the composition of the military as a whole.

Fuller explanations of how the Ba'thi revolution came to be led 

by regional minority officers must therefore take into account the nature 
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of interregional and interethnic interactions within the military, the 

acute geographic and ethnic factionalization of the armed forces in the 

early 1960s, and the communal affiliations and conspiratorial activities 

of a group of officers known as the Military Committee. In order to un­

derstand how and why the primordial affiliations of politically active 

officers became especially relevant to their political behavior in the 

1960s, however, it is necessary to survey a variety of sociological 

hypotheses concerning the role of regionalism and ethnicity within com­

plex organizations.

Initially, views concerning the nature of interregional and inter­

ethnic relations within the armed forces of new states were profoundly 

influenced by the premise that the military is a universally modern or­

ganization.®® A corollary assumption was that it created modern,ratidnal 

men and, specifically, persons in whom traditional ties of kin, village, 

region, or ethnic group had been supplanted by a single professional 
Q 1 

identity and an unshakable faith in the nation’s ideals.

A second, less normative view, which has perhaps now gained more 

acceptance, starts with the antithetical premise that the armed forces 

of new states are essentially praetorian formations and are more likely 

to produce political decay than political development and instability 

rather than stability.82 Those subscribing to this view characterize 

the armies of new states as bodies which, far from being uniquely mo­

dern and possessing a high degree of professional integrity, are suscep­

tible to the tensions which affect society as a whole and therefore not 

able to act as an integrating force."88 In this scheme, regional and 

ethnic factionalization within an officer corps is not only comprehen­

sible , it is to be expected as an inevitable product of fragmented, 



107

unstable, and institutionless societies and as a corollary of organiza­

tions which lack autonomy, a well-developed corporate identity, and ma­

turity. 84

Neither paradigm can adequately explain the role of regionalism 

and ethnicity within the Syrian armed forces: the one because it effec­

tively denies the existence of all but national and professional iden­

tities among members of modern organizations, the other because it fails 

to explain why ethnicity has not always been politically salient within 

the Syrian officer corps and why the latter experienced acute geographic 

and ethnic facttonalization only in the 1960s. One credits the armed 

forces of new states with too distinct a corporate identity, the other 

with next to none. The Syrian experience suggests that these two anti­

thetical perspectives may be synthesized and that a dialectical develop­

ment of theory is in order.

Modernity does not in itself preclude the persistence of subna­

tional identities and allegiances. The belief that it does is rooted in 

an insensitive and superficial view of geographic and ethnic identities 

as "somewhat unimportant and ephemeral nuisances" that unquestionably 

give way during the modernization process to a common identity linking 

all inhabitants of a multiethnic state.85 While I would not, like 

several social scientists, go so far as to say that the modernization 
process actually exacerbates interregional and interethnic tensions,88 

it nevertheless remains true that many Syrians defined as most modern by 

ethnocentric western social science are acutely conscious of their geo­

graphic and ethnic identities, even if only negatively.

The belief that the modernization process undermines subnational 

allegiances stems in part from the assumption that communal and noncom- 
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munal identities are mutually exclusive and may not coexist within the 

same individual. This view suffers from an either-or dichotomy: one is 

either modern and hence national and universalistic in outlook or else 

traditional and hence bound by parochial ties and sentiments. It neg­

lects the far more realistic possibility that these identities mix and 

interact. Both in Syria and elsewhere, communal and noncommunal iden­

tities clearly coexist within the same person, be he modern, traditional, 

or, far more likely, neither. This is not a contradiction, for the 

politically, socially, and culturally salient identities of individuals 

are both numerous and multidimensional. These identities, which may be 

ones of nationality, class, and profession or may derive from such as- 

criptive components of social background as ethnic, regional, or even 

village origins and kinship ties, may each form potential foci of social 

solidarity. Modernization supplements, rather than supplants, communal 

identities with noncommunal ones.

Furthermore, the relevance of each of these identities is situa­

tions lly specific. One identity or a combination of identities may be 

more important in some contexts than in others.The relative impor­

tance of any of these identities may vary within one person through time. 

This may be less a product of free choice than of the situation. Thus, 

officers' geographic and ethnic identities have been considerably more 

important in the 1960s and 1970s than in the 1950s. Many 'Alawl offi­

cers who were sensitive to the charge of sectarianism after the revolu­

tion, for example, scarcely gave their ethnic identities much thought in 

the 1950s.
Nevertheless, although communal and noncommunal identities are 

contextual and coexist within the same individual, military training 
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and professional socialization make strenuous efforts to eliminate iden­

tities which conflict with intraorganization operational efficiency. 

Why primacy is placed on professional integrity, national ethos, and 

identity of rank in particular is clear: the requirements of organiza­

tion, esprit de corps, cohesion, and discipline dictate that patterns of 

authority be impersonal, regularized, hierarchical, and readily identi­

fiable and, more important, that there be no ambiguity of roles. Inter­

action must be structured and free from uncertainty or fluidity. Action 

must be reflexive rather than reflective.

Some theorists argue that military training is wholly successful 

in extirpating the subnational allegiances of soldiers. Those portraying 

the armed forces of new states as praetorian suggest that it is rather 

unsuccessful and that communal loyalties persist in spite of it.

The Syrian experience suggests that professional socialization at 

most submerges officers’ primordial identities. The depth of this sub­

mergence is critically affected by the degree to which assigned identi­

ties of rank define interaction and by levels of intraorganization sta­

bility, professional esprit, autonomy, and cohesion. If an army con­

fines itself to its principal function, national defense, interaction 

within the body will be highly structured, roles well defined, and com­

munal identities deeply submerged. Furthermore, a system of multiple 

professional constraints will discourage individuals from * moving out 

of line.’ Manifestations of primordialism by a soldier,for example, may 

earn him severe reproach from his professional peer group. Even if an 

army expands its goals by intervening in the political process, this sys­

tem of interaction need not necessarily be eroded. What may destroy it 

however, and prompt soldiers to use previously submerged communal 
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identities is the introduction of uncertainty into an organization which, 

perhaps more than any other, depends on the absence of ambiguity for its 

effective operation.
Such uncertainty may result from repeated intervention in the po­

litical process, politicization and factionalization of an officer corps, 

extensive and frequent political purges, and rapid promotion or the ap­

pointment of politically dependable officers to upper echelon or strate­

gic positions. All of these may contravene the professional code of 

conduct and, crucially, devalue or circumvent a system of interaction 

within which only rank can be permitted to define one’s role and status. 

At worst, discipline may crumble and be replaced by extensive patron­

client networks, parallel chains of command may emerge, and armies may 

develop within an army. If political factionalization is such that com­

peting political groups are stalemated and none is able to impose its 

will over the entire armed forces, geographic and ethnic identities 

(and allegiances) may surface and be manipulated to bolster conspira­

torial cohesion and give a faction a tactical advantage over competitors. 

Communal solidarity, it must be emphasized, may be an expedient, a 

means to an end rather than an end in itself. It is a weapon which may 

be seen as underhand even by those who use it. Once it has been intro­

duced, however, it may take on a life of its own and define a new sys­

tem of interaction as geographic and ethnic identities become politically 

relevant. Acute political factionalization rather than profound or real 

regional and ethnic tensions may be the actual harbinger of geographic 

and ethnic factionalization.
This is what happened in Syria. Regional and ethnic facttonaliza— 

tion, which occurred on a massive scale in the early 1960s, was a conse- 
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queues and culmination of two decades in which the officer corps became 

increasingly politicized, divided, and subjected to acute intraorgani­

zation strains.
The political instability and vicissitudes of the three postinde­

pendence decades in Syria have been amply described elsewhere and do not 

bear repetition here.88 Suffice it to note that from the late 1940s on­

wards, the Syrian army became what Seale termed a jungle of intrigue.

This was particularly true in the 1960s, when rank came to mean 

very little and blatant political promotions and extensive purges vari- 
90 ously catapulted captains to general or to Beirut s coffeehouses. It 

was in this fluid,uncertain situation, when the army in some respects 

ceased being an army, its members ceased being governed by its rules, 

and mistrust among officers was pervasive, that geographic and ethnic 

ties were first activated on a major scale within the officer corps.

Specifically, a group of Ba'thi officers, the so-called Military 

Committee, recognized that absolute trust was a sine qua non to pro- 
91 longed political survival and successful, coordinated political action. 

They became increasingly receptive to the idea that regional, ethnic, 

and even village and family solidarity would be an effective means of 

underpinning and cementing their ideologically based alliance. Of the 

Military Committee's five founding members, three—Salah JadTd, Muhammad 

1Umrân, and Hafiz al-Asad—were 'Alawi, and two—'Abd al-Karlm Jundl and 

Ahmad a2-Mir—were Isma'ili. Later it was expanded to include other of­

ficers from minority communities and the periphery.Of thirteen offi­

cers whose regional and ethnic origins have been identified, six were 

from al-Lâdhiqïyah and five were 'Alawi. None were from Damascus, and 

only four were Sunni (see table 3.4).
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Table 3.4

Geographical and Ethnic Composition of the 
Ba'thi Military Committee

Officer Province Community

Muhammad 'Umran Hamah 'Alawi
Saiah Jadld Âl-Lâdhiqlyah 1Alawi
Hafiz al-Asad Al-Lâdhiqlyah 'Alawi
'Abd al-Karlm Jundl Hamah Isma'ill
Ahmad al-Mîr Âl-Lâdhiqlyah Isma'ill
Salim Hatüm As-Suwayda' Druze
Hamad 'Ubayd As-Suwayda* Druze
Muhammad Rab3h al-Tawil Al-Lâdhiqlyah Sunni
Husayn Milhim ? ?
'Uthnïân Kan'an Al-Lâdhiqlyah 'Alawi
SulaymSn Haddad Al-Lâdhiqlyah? * Alawi?
Mustafa aî-Hâjj 'All ? 7
Ahmad Suwaydanl Dar'a Sunni
Müsâ al-Zu'bl Dar 'a Sunni?
Amin al-Hafiz Aleppo Sunni

It should be emphasized that this group of officers was also in­

ternally divided. The most bitter and protracted power struggles within 

the elite from 1963 until 1970 were waged among its members. Neverthe­

less, regional and ethnic solidarity vis—a—vis rival political groups 

played a major role in the success of the Military Committee's climb to 

power.

Although Ba*this subsequently claimed credit for the March 1963 

coup d'etat, in reality it was led largely by Nasserite and independent 
officers, who received the senior positions within the regime.93 Ba'thi 

officers from the Military Committee, however, played a part in the coup 

either as planners and backers from outside the armed forces (Jadld, 

'Umran, and Asad) or as active participants within it (Hatüm, Kan'an, 

and Haddad).9Z* More important, Ba'thi officers had a ihajor role in de­

termining the new regime's direction from the start. Within a few months, 



113

they virtually controlled it.

Salah Jadld, an 'Alawi who had not even been in the armed forces 

during the coup, was soon made Head of the Officers Affairs Bureau and 

Director of Personnel at General Headquarters (GHQ)—positions in which 

"he was admirably placed to orchestrate the cross-postings, nepotisms, 

and dismissals of officers by means of which . . . opposition could be 

hamstrung."95 As a result, within months Military Committee members 
held most command positions within the officer corps.96 Hafiz al-Asad, 

who like Jadld was not reinstated in the officer corps until March 1963, 

was appointed Commander of the air force. Muhammad * Umran, another 

’Alawi officer reinstated only in March 1963, was made Commander of the 

notorious Seventieth Armored Brigade, the strongest in the army and col­

loquially referred to as the "Brigade of Coups." Two Druze officers, 

Hamad 'Ubayd and Salim Hâtûm, commanded the Fifth Armored Brigade and an 

elite commando unit which guarded GHQ and the Damascus broadcasting sta­

tion. Other Military Committee officers commanded an artillery brigade 

and Military Intelligence.97 In addition, friends and relatives were 

promoted or placed in positions where they could assist the Ba th in 

consolidating its position. Two of Salah Jadld’s cousins, for example, 

98 were given command over tank units.

Confronted with the tightly knit, well-placed minority officers of 

the Military Committee,non-Ba'this were impotent. In using primordial 

ties to their full advantage, the Military Committee had found a winning 

combination. By July 1963, it had ousted its principal and immediate 
99 non-Ba'thi opponents.

To the members of the Military Committee, regional and ethnic sol­

idarity was a means to a particular end, Ba’thi rule. But once used and 



114

more important, seen to have been used to great effect, it could not be 

contained simply as an expedient device among a group of military con­

spirators. Rather, it gained a life of its own and soon infected the 

whole armed forces.
From 1963, officers' ethnic identities became more important poli­

tically than at any time in the past, for unsure of itself, the Military 

Committee constructed a network of supporters cemented by common ethnic 

affiliations, regional origins, and, in many instances, distant family 

and kinship ties. Later, the neo-Ba'th admitted a degree of guilt in 

its own oblique way during a bout of so-called revolutionary self­

criticism:
The initial conditions following the coup (of March 1963) and the 
difficult phase induced the urgent calling of a large number of 
reserve officers and NCOs, party members and supporters to con­
solidate the party's position and its defence. This urgency 
made it impossible at the time to insist on objective standards 
in this operation, rather friendship, family relationships, 
and sometimes mere personal acquaintance were the basis (of ad 
mission), which led to the infiltration of elements alien and 
strange to the party's mentality.

In this Manichean world of revolutionaries and reactionaries, everything, 

it seems, was temporarily permissible.
At the most basic level, the acute factionalization of the officer 

corps since independence was both a symptom and cause of the political 

center's weakness. Had the center been strong and stable, Syria would 

not have beenplagued by coups and the military might have transcended 

the divisions within the state rather than reflected them. The peri­

phery was able to achieve power because, to paraphrase Yeats, things 

fell apart, the center would not hold. The question is: why could it 

not hold?
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notes to chapter III

1. French data on the composition of the Troupes Auxiliaires were veiy 
' poorly presented. Categories are left undefined and totals often

do not match one another when they clearly should. Data are broken , 
into two tables: one categorizes soldiers according to nationality 
and the other by ’religion.’ Figures used here are from the latter. 
From the breakdown by nationality, Lebanese troops appeared to have 
accounted for approximately T percent of all troops in the force. 
One cannot be absolutely certain, however, for in January 1924, or 
example, there were 399 ’Alawi soldiers by 'nationality and 923 by 
’religion.' This huge discrepancy is unexplained.

2. Noël Maestracci, La Syrie contemporaine (Paris : Charles Lavanzelle 
et Cie., 1930), p. 162. The precise number of 'Alawi squadrons is 
unknown.

3. République Française, Rapport sur la situation de la Syrie et du 
Liban, 1926, pp. 30-31.

4. Louis Jalalbert, Syrie et Liban: Réussite française? (Paris: Li­
brairie Plon, 1934), pp. 71—72.

5. République Française, Rapport sur la situation de la Syrie et du 
Liban, 1924, p. 15.

6. Several of these in fact graduated during Ottoman rule. The French 
established the Military Academy in Damascus in 1920; in the early 
1930s, it was moved to Hirns, where it has remained until this day. 
Competition for entrance during the mandate was stiff; the ratio of 
accepted cadets to applicants was 12:124 in 1924, 7:59 in 1925, ■ 
12’30 in 1926 (reflecting feeling during the Druze/Nationalist re 
volt), 22:100 in 1927, 26:147 in 1928, 17:225 in 1929, 13:191 in 
1930, 15:171 in 1931, and up to 27:200 in 1936 (Ibid., 1924 36).

7. Van Dusen, "Intra- and Inter-Generational Conflict, pp. 388 90.

8. Gouraud, for example, the first High Commissioner to Syria and 
Lebanon, was one of Lyautey's closest collaborators, and Catroux, 
architect of French policy toward the Druzes, similarly served under 
him. See Edmund Burke, "A Comparative View of French Native Policy 
in Morocco and Syria, 1912-1925," Middle Eastern Studies 9 (1973): 
175-76, for an excellent, if incomplete, analysis of links between 
French policy makers in Syria and Morocco.

9. Senior French officials admitted that Lyautey’s strategy was rele 
vant to Syria. Bremond, for example, who served in Morocco 
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and Syria, considered French policy in the latter to be "a new ap­
plication of the principles of . . . Lyautey: giving each ethnic 
group its autonomy, or even its independence, under our control" 
("L’Etat Druse en 1930 et 1931," L'Asie française, February 1932, 
p/5 1).

10, See, "Les gouvernements autonomes de la Syrie," L'Asie française, 
March 1921, pp. 94-98.

11. Article 4 of the Mandate for Syria and Lebanon, granted on July 24, 
1922, stated that "the Mandatory (power) shall be responsible for 
seeing that no part of the territory of Syria and Lebanon is ceded 
or leased or in any way placed under the control of a foreign power. 
The mandate is reprinted in full in Albert Hourani, Syria and Leba­
non: A Political Essay (London: Oxford University Press, 1946), 
pp. 308-14.

12. See, "La fédération des états syriens," L'Asie française, April 1923, 
pp. 107—8.

13. The special regime in the JazTrah and French encouragement of sepa­
* ratist feelings in the region are briefly discussed in S. H. Long- 

rigg, Syria and Lebanon under French Mandate (London: Oxford Uni­
versity Press, 1958), pp. 212, 248-51. A petition to the Permanent 
Mandates Commission alleged that the French urged the inhabitants o 
Hirns to demand the creation of new state of Central Syria. Peti­
tions also alleged that in 1920, General Delamotte, with the support 
of the army and police,made Aleppans sign requests for the formation 
of a distinct state, separate from Damascus (League of Nations, Per­
manent Mandates Commission, Extraordinary Eighth Session, Annex III) . 
An autonomous movement in Hawrân is discussed in Eliyahou Epstein, 
"Le Hauran et ses habitants," L'Asie française, September-October 
1936, p. 254.

14. The French at times succeeded in confusing themselves as well as 
everyone else. See the highly entertaining exchange in the Minutes 
of the Eighteenth Session of the League of Nations, Permanent Man­
dates Commission, thirtieth meeting, 27 June 1930, pp. 122-9.

15. As it turned out, of course, the periphery mobilized the nation­
alists against the French during the Druze revolt of 1925-27, rather 
than the other way around.

16. Burke, "Comparative View of French Native Policy," pp. 182-3.

17. J. de La Roche, "Notes sur les débuts de notre occupation du Terri­
toire des Alaouites," L'Asie française» December 1931, p. 369.

18. Janowitz has noted similar recruitment policies It. many colonies. 
European powers typically "developed a strong ethnic xmb&l&nce ^n 
order to fashion what they believed to be a politically reliable 
organization. . . . They recruited enlisted personnel and . . . 
officers from tribal groups remote from the central capital, from
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minority groups, and especially groups with limited independence 
aspirations. Frequently these groups came from economically less 
developed areas and they were therefore attracted by the oppor­
tunities in the army" (Janowitz, The Military in the Political De­
velopment of New Nations, p. 52). First has also observed that in 
most colonial armies "men with an urban background were distrusted 
and kept out of the officer corps, for they were likely to be in­
fected with nationalist sentiment" (First, Power in Africa, p. 77).

19. League of Nations, Permanent Mandates Commission, Minutes of the 
Thirty-Fifth Session, tenth meeting, 28 October 1938, p. 89. .
The French representative had just remarked that "the population 
among whom it was easiest to find recruits . . • made excellent 
soldiers. The Syrian army included . . . very many Alaouite moun­
taineers and other races from the more agricultural areas of the 
country."

20. See Commandant Hassler, "Les insurrections Druzes avant la guerre de 
1914-1918," L'Asie française, March 1926, pp. 102-8, and April 1926, 
pp. 143-7. The Circassians were settled in Hawran by the Turks to 
keep a watchful eye over the nearby Druzes. Given land expropri­
ated from the indigenous inhabitants, they were, from the outset, 
unwelcome refugees. In the 1800s, the massacred 600 Druzes, an ac­
tion not especially conducive to friendly interethnic relations in 
the region (Mlle. Proux, "Les Tcherkesses, La France méditer­
ranéenne et africaine 1 (1938):57-59).

21. Proux, "Les Tcherkesses," p. 83.

22. "La situation actuelle des Tcherkesses en Syrie," L'Asie française, 
March 1933, p. 95.

23. Again, the French were not unique in this. Janowitz noted that 
generally "colonial powers believed that men recruited from more 
primitive areas made better fighters" (Janowitz, The Military in the 
Political Development of New Nations, p. 53).
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CHAPTER IV

SYRIAN NATION-BUILDING: THE ROLES OF THE 
TRADITIONAL ELITE AND THE BA'TH

Although the Ba'thi revolution was manifestly geographical, char­

acterizing it solely as such underestimates the nature and extent of 

changes which accompanied it. Unlike those who held power before them, 

the Ba'this had a design, albeit ill-defined, for Syria. The changes 

which resulted from the revolution were symbolized in far-reaching land 

reform and nationalization measures, which had the twofold effect of un­

dercutting traditional landowning and mercantile families' power and 

vastly increasing the scope of government.

It would be more accurate to depict the revolution as a modest 

political, social, and economic one. To the political geographer, the 

question becomes: why was this nation—building revolution engineered 

by the geographical and, arguably, social periphery? This is the broad 

question to which this chapter's five sections are addressed. The first 

two examine the traditional elite which presided over Syria s political 

center until the Ba'thi revolution. Particular attention is paid to 

this elite's nation—building capacities and limitations, for it is in 

the context of its impotence and immobilisme that the Ba'th's genesis and 

growth may best be understood. The next two sections briefly describe 

the Ba'th party's origins, organization, constituency, and ideology. 

Particular emphasis is placed on examining the nexus between the Ba'th 

and the heterodox geographic periphery. The Ba'th itself experienced 
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transformation in the early 1960s. Prior to this, it was led largely 

by middle class Sunnis from Syria's urban centers. The final section 

examines how and why younger and markedly more radical aparatchlki, many 

of whom came from the periphery, supplanted these old guard Ba'this in 

the party's upper levels.

The Traditional Elite; Syria's Weak 
Political Center

The core of Syria's traditional elite was comprised of the legen­

dary "fifty families." Although these families had interests in every 

sector of the economy and were prominent in every elite profession, the 

basis for their wealth and power was the vast tracts of land they held 

throughout the country.

This is evident from the Syrian parliament's composition between 

1919 and 1954. Rural landlords formed the largest occupational group, 

accounting for 31 percent of all deputies. This was twice the propor­

tion of the next largest group, tribal notables, who were invariably 

also landowners and an integral component of the traditional elite. 

Together, both groups comprised almost one-half of all parliamentary 

deputies.2 Even this understates the traditional elite's political 

power, for many deputies with modern professions came from landowning 

families. Dabbagh estimates that in the 1948 parliament, 85 percent of 

all deputies were from such families.

Despite, or perhaps because of, this traditional elite's politi­

cal power, it never created an authentic, modern political party with a 

national constituency, explicit Ideology, or organization to facilitate 

elite recruitment and mobilize popular support. This is not to say 

that no political parties existed to represent its interests. In the 
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postindependence era, its principal instruments were the loose National 

(NP) and People's (PP) parties, formed in 1947 and 1948 respectively af­

ter the mainstream nationalist movement's bifurcation. But both re­

mained small and together never had a majority in a parliament comprised 

largely of sympathetic landlords, leaders of ethnic communities, or tri­

bal shaykhs. In the 1954 parliament, for example, 64 of the 142 depu­
ties were independents, whereas only 33 were affiliated with the PP.^ The 

actual power of both parties, in contradistinction to that of the tradi­

tional elite as a whole, was therefore limited and their rule always 

precarious. When in office, they necessarily shared power with indepen­

dents, the army, or from 1954 on, the Ba * th and like-minded groups.

The NP's and PP's support derived less from any ideological prin­

ciples than from their wealthy leaders' ability to distribute patronage 

and other favors. Both parties aggregated elaborate, phoenixlike patron­

client networks rather than real constituencies. The size of the NP s 

following in Damascus, for example, was largely attributable to the fact 
that most of its leaders happened to come from there.5 The PP’s support 

was even more regionally based: in the comparatively free 1954 election, 
22 of its 30 seats were won in Aleppo and Hirns provinces.$

Both parties' ideologies were implicit rather than explicit. 

Election—eve manifestoes calling for social justice, reform, and Arab 

unity can largely be discounted as so many hollow words. If the NP and 

PP had a principled belief in anything, it was in laissez-faire capi­

talism. As would befit the social composition of their leadership, they 

were reactionary and paternalistic. For them, political power was not 

something to be used to transform society, but a means of protecting the 

position of an oligarchy whose interests they embodied and represented.
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Power was something to be enjoyed, for to the victor went also the spoils 

of office. Like their predecessor, the National Bloc, which after in­
dependence "immediately set out to loot the public treasury,"7 they were 

notably corrupt. Whereas an authentic political party links ruler with 

ruled, they served primarily to link ruler with ruler.

Several reasons can be advanced for the weakness of political par­

ties among the traditional elite. First, as Huntington observed:

Conservatives oppose political parties because they see them, 
quite appropriately, as a challenge to the existing social 
structure. In the absence of parties, political leadership de­
rives from position in the traditional hierarchy of government 
and society. Parties are an innovation inherently threatening 
to the political power of an elite based on heredity, social sta­
tus, or land ownership.

The traditional elite had no need to mobilize and channel mass support 

while it monopolized political power. Indeed, it was only under the 

impetus of a challenge to its position, particularly by a rising middle 

class, that it felt compelled to establish parties at all. Then, 

"political parties became important and support of the ’people* or 

'masses* was sought, but both were symbols for manipulation rather than 

vehicles for widened participation.
In part also, organizational deficiency and weakness stemmed from 

the fact that
the traditional concept of politics in Syria and the premises 
on which the traditional elite exercised power and sought sup­
port involved political loyalty based largely, if not solely, 
on ascriptive ties of family, economic dependence, and proximity 
of religious persuasion.

Thus, an intricate network of kinship ties and lateral bonds, while by 

no means eliminating factional dispute among traditional elite families 

to some extent consolidated their position and created an informal, dif 

fuse political matrix of interdependence, mutual obligation, and reel- 
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roclty. One cannot dignify the traditional elite with a cohesion and 

degree of purposive organization which it did not possess, but to some 

extent such traditional networks and forms of interest aggregation ob 

viated the need for more modern modes of political organization, such 

as the political party.
Lack of mass support for, and weak leadership by, the traditional 

elite was partly inherited from the colonial era. Myths of Syrian his­

toriography notwithstanding, French colonial rule between World Wars I 

and II was relatively superficial, tentative,and poorly conceived. The 

French had no grand design for Syria, as they had for Algeria, and no 

especially stubborn commitment to perpetuating the colonial relation­

ship there, as in Indochina. The encounter between colonizer and col­

onized was, as everywhere, a bitter one, and on occasion produced vio­

lent confrontation. But it did not give birth to a radical, mass na­

tionalist organization capable of coordinating and directing sustained 

opposition to French rule. The nationalist movement was a loose, ad hoc 

formation.It did not and could not serve as the nucleus for a strong 

postindependence party with a reservoir of organized mass support, popu­

lar legitimacy, and authority. Once the French departed, it lost its 

narrow raison d'etre, for "at no time did . . . Syrian nationalists work 
12 out in detail what to do after securing complete independence." Had 

French rule been more profound and the colonial dialectic more fully 

developed, a new generation of more radical, middle class nationalists, 

cognizant of the need for mass mobilization and organization, might well 
13 have supplanted representatives of the old order.

Whatever the sources of its power and, paradoxically, weakness, 

the traditional elite constituted Syria's political center in the

formation.It
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Immediate postindependence era. To it, almost by default, went the pri­

mary responsibility for confronting and attempting to solve the multi­

farious nation—building problems which beset Syria.

Postindependence Nation—Building Problems: The Response 
and Performance of the Traditional Elite

One of Syria’s most persistent nation-building problems has been 

its uncertain identity. In large part, this disability stems from its 

origin as a by-product of Franco-British machinations after World War 

I. Syria owes its existence solely to a unilateral act of imperialism, 

to a political geographic fait accompli. Most Syrians have never fully 

accepted the post-World War I Balkanization of the Fertile Crescent or 

considered Syria’s birthright as anything but illegitimate. From the 

outset, they viewed the state as a temporary entity without a raison 

d'etre.14 Witness the self-immolation of an iconoclastic communique 

issued after one of Syria's many coups d'etat:

Arab Syria and its people have never recognized the boundaries 
of its country and only acknowledge the frontiers of the greater 
Arab homeland. Even Syria's national anthem does not contain 
the word Syria, but glorifies Arabism and the heroic war of all 
the Arabs.

The gradual process of identification with the state has been consciously 

hindered by generations of leaders berating its very existence. To do 

otherwise would be to acquiesce to the designs of imperialism.

The influence which this problem of national identity has had on 

the course of Syrian politics cannot be gainsaid. Reflecting popular 

sentiment and no doubt the prerequisites of political survival, vir­

tually every political party has voiced a commitment to Arab unity. Bu 

few actively sought it. Although the PP was ostensibly sympathetic to 

union with Iraq because of Aleppo's traditional trading ties with Mosul 
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and Baghdad, ultimately it relegated Arab unity to a distant, secondary 

goal. The NP, which oriented itself to Egypt and Saudi Arabia if only 

to counteract the PP's ties to the east, similarly had little real in­

terest in upsetting the status quo. Both parties felt duty-bound to de­

cry Syria's existence, but they never offered the hope of a viable al­

ternative. 16 Arab nationalist in name, they were parochial in spirit, 

practice, and constituency. Syrians increasingly saw them as obstacles 

rather than means to achieving Arab unity.

If the traditional elite was seen as a hindrance to Arab unity, 

it was all the more virulently criticized for its inactivity over Pales­

tine. Insofar as Syrians can and do conceive of an ill-defined poli­

tical space called Syria, it is an entity which encompasses Palestine no 

less than Damascus and Aleppo, When Israel was carved out of Palestine 

in 1948, the injustice felt by all Arabs was especially keen among Syri­

ans, who a decade earlier had helplessly witnessed Alexandretta's annex­

ation by Turkey.

Bitterness against the traditional elite was inevitable, for it 

had presided over this humiliating territorial dismemberment. Much of 

it was also justified, for the resounding defeat of Arab armies in the 

1948-49 Arab-Israeli war was partly attributable to the corruption and 

incompetence of civilian rulers.17 The debacle brought their ineffec­

tive leadership into sharp focus. Significantly, the armed forces first 

came to power in a coup d'etat within months of the defeat. The dis­

credited ancien regime never fully regained its composure, with the re­

sult that Syria's political center remained weak and unstable for many 

years thereafter. Any kudos which might have accrued to it for guiding 

Syria to independence was rapidly dissipated by the events of 1948-49.
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Furthermore, the leadership crisis catalyzed by the first Arab-Israeli 

war worked to the advantage of those who offered alternative leadership.

The related problems of a rejected national identity and Israel's 

presence would have been sufficient to des tab ilize Syrian politics and 

tax any elite. But they supplemented and compounded other more conven­

tional nation-building difficulties, even while providing temporary dis- 

traciton from them.

Syria suffered all the attributes of underdevelopment at the time 

of the Ba'th's genesis in the late 1940s and early 1950s: a deficient 

health care infrastructure, high infant mortality, and low life expec­
tancy rates;18 rapid population growth;19 inadequate educational facil- 

20 21ities and high illiteracy rates; a circumscribed economic base; low 

per capita incomes; and extreme inequities in the spatial distribution 
23 of wealth, opportunity, and power. But the traditional elite was in­

capable of, and relatively uninterested in, tackling the root problems 

of underdevelopment and reducing geographical inequalities.

For one, planning agencies were nonexistent at least until I960, 

and the public sector's minute size and paltry government revenues gave 

rulers little opportunity to allocate investments according to their 

greatest social and geographical need. In the early 1950s, gross annual 

public investment was estimated to be a diminutive $8.7 millions, or 

about one-sixth of gross annual private investment.2^ Investment is 

perhaps the wrong word, for most public monies were devoted to the war 

effort against Israel, siphoned off through corruption, or remained un- 
25 spent as one government replaced another in rapid succession. Private 

investment was no more helpful to the solution of Syria's problems. Ca­

pitalists sank their riches not into industry and other productive 
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enterprises but into relatively risk-free, speculative real estate and 

building construction. Some 70 percent of gross private investment 

during the early 1950s was in the latter alone.

Most pressing of all, perhaps, was the need for land reform, for 

an estimated 0.6 percent of the rural population owned 35 percent of all 

agricultural land in the late 1950s.27 Two-thirds of these large land­

owners were absentee. Some 70 percent of the rural population owned no 
28 land (see tables 4.1 and 4.2).

While such inequitable distribution gave a few great wealth and 

power, it forced most of the rural population into a miserable, impov­

erished existence that became increasingly less tolerable to peasants 

and middle class reformers alike. Weulersse, writing eloquently about 

the hardships of rural existence around Hamah in the 1930s—but it could

Table 4.1

Ownership of Irrigated Agricultural Lands, 1958

Source: Dabbagh, "Agrarian Reform in Syria," p. 3.

Province
Number of Owners

1-49 ha 50-99 ha 100-499 ha 500-999 ha 1,000+ ha

Damascus 3,060 87 8 « « • • •
Aleppo3 3,520 240 150 94 59
Hirns 1,960 40 • • e . • • • • •
Hamah 7,789 147 57 16 1
Àl-LâdhiqTyah 1,700 12 4 • • • • ♦
Dayr az-Zawr 21,800 174 288 70 22
Al-Hasakah 2,226 61 37 25 13
As-Suwayda* 10 • • • • • • • • • • •
Dar’a 687 19 8 4 __
Total 42,752 780 552 209 95

^Includes Idlib and Ar-Raqqah.
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Ownership of Rain-fed Agricultural Lands, 1958

Table 4.2

Province
Number of Owners __________

1-49 ha 50-99 ha 100-499 ha 500-999 ha 1,000+ ha

Damascus 2,924 350 100 • • • • • • • •
Aleppo3 119,000 9,300 3,120 1,000 193
Hirns 13,500 1,200 225 60 15
Hamah 7,108 695 468 99 1
Al-Ladhiqlyah 32,540 112 18 1 1
Dayr az-Zawr 11,741 1,120 629 203 53
Al-Hasakah 14,445 1,040 488 208 24
As-Suwayda’ 12,000 900 100 4 • • •
Dar'a 12,267 472 149 6 6

Total 225,525 15,189 5,297 1,581 293

Source: Dabbagh, "Agrarian Reform in Syria," p. 3.

^Includes Idlib and Ar-Raqqah.

equally have been the 1950s——described a situation that to some extent 

also obtained in other regions:

Whatever their origin—usury, clientelism or violence—the ex­
tension of latifundia everywhere produced the same results. 
First, a class of large landowners who embodied all the vices 
inherent in large holdings: absenteeism, because the aghas are 
before all else city-folk having nothing but contempt for rural 
life; they ignore their lands and only come to their villages 
at the end of harvest time to supervise the distribution of 
produce. ... In the face of this all-powerful class, which 
owns the land and money and uses at will the formidable appara­
tus of government, the sharecroppers from a veritable rural pro­
letariat. Owning nothing, not their fields, houses or livestock, 
without money or education, they live completely dependent on 
their masters. They are not even attached to the land, for the 
landowner can expel them at the end of each season at will. . . . 
The sharecropper is but an anonymous instrument of work; he is 
worth no more than a herd of cattle. ... To change such a state 
of affairs it would be necessary to resort to a veritable social 
revolution.29

Those with the power to implement land reform also stood to lose most 

from such an action: their wealth, or at least part of it, and the very 

basis for their political power, their stranglehold over a subservient, 
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exploited peasantry. In no small measure, It was the traditional elite's 

unwillingness to redistribute land that made certain its eventual down­

fall. Significantly, its power was first effectively challenged in the 

Hamah region, where the rural crisis suffered by most of the countryside 

was particularly acute.

Deep regional and ethnic cleavages impeded national integration at 

the time of the Ba'th’s genesis. These had been considerably widened by 

French policies during the mandate. Antagonisms between center and peri­

phery, Aleppo and Damascus, city and countryside, and Sunni majority and 

Christian and heterodox Muslim minorities were bringing a state to which 

few Syrians owed their final allegiance anyway to the verge of disintegra­

tion in the immediate postindependence era.Moreover, these divisions 

were reflected within, and hence accentuated by, the traditional elite, 

for the state's illegitimacy paradoxically made subnational and supra­

national political loyalties preferable to national ones. Thus, the 

Aleppan PP and Damascene NP could survive as essentially regional parties 

because they were publicly committed to Arab unity, while the Syrian 

Social Nationalist Party (SSNP), which favored a Greater Syrian state and 

had branches throughout the country, was suppressed and eventually out­

lawed because of its heresy in opposing Arab unity.

The influence of political regionalism was most prominently dis­

played in the traditional elite's excessive preoccupation with parochial 

concerns.31 This was evident both in the existence of essentially sub­

national parties and in the preponderance of independent parliamentary 

deputies with followings that did not extend beyond the districts they 

represented. When these groups acted in concert, it was usually as an 

ephemeral coalition of regional factions, This was vividly illustrated 
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by a remark reputedly make by President Shishakli before his 1954 over 

throw:

My enemies are like a serpent: the head is the Jabal Druze, 
the stomach Homs and the tail Aleppo, If I crush the head, 
the serpent will die.

Until the early 1950s, a confessional system of electoral repre­

sentation reinforced ethnic cleavages.In politically institution­

alizing ethnic differences, this system contributed toward the mainten­

ance of parochial loyalties, the power of traditional local elites, 

and the weakness of parties. Even after its abolition, ethnic voting 

and representation were too inveterate to disappear overnight.

The ill-defined philosophies, limited objectives, and geographi­

cally narrow organizations of the PP and NP precluded their gaining a 

truly national constituency. They did not, and could not, bridge the 

state's profound regional cleavages and act as vehicles for national 

integration. Nor, as essentially sectarian parties, could they enlist 

the lasting support of minorities, who were represented primarily by 

politically independent community leaders.

The NP, PP and like-minded instruments of the traditional elite 

held little attraction for the growing body of officers, doctors, law­

yers, educators, and technocrats who perceived the need for far-reaching 

structural changes in society. Quite correctly, they saw the tradi­

tional elite as an obstacle to national development. Correctly also, 

they saw the need for a modern, mass organized political party to co­

ordinate opposition to this elite and ultimately effect the changes they 

felt to be so necessary. Although several parties were established af­

ter independence to answer this need and to propose various solutions 

to the many problems which the traditional elite was disinclined or 
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unable to confront, none had the dynamism or widespread support of the 

Ba*th.

The Ba*th

There has been some disagreement concerning the Ba*th party's ori­

gins.3^ According to the most widely held view, it was first organized 

in the early 1940s by two French-educated Damascene teachers, Michel 

*Aflaq and Salah al-DTn al-Bitar.35 Confusion results from the exis­

tence of a second Ba* thi group in the early 1940s. This group was an 

outgrowth of the League of National Action, perhaps the most active, 

radical, and best prepared nationalist organization during the man­

date despite its diminutive size. Its *Alawl founder, Zaki al-ArsuzI, 
36 led opposition to Turkey's annexation of Alexandretta in the 1930s. 

Since the 1960s, many Syrian Ba*this have claimed that Arsûzï and not 

*Aflaq was the party's spiritual father.37 If ArsüzI played a pivotal 

role in the Ba'th's genesis, he was a grey eminence, for his name does 

not appear in many of the standard works on the party published before 

1966.3® Because he brought a large *Alawl following with him when both 

groups merged, however, his influence on the Ba'th's evolution cannot 

be dismissed. Whichever version one chooses to accept, 'Aflaq and 
— 39Bitar were clearly the party's leading figures throughout the 1950s.

Ba'thi doctrine and Ideology are succinctly described in the par­
ty's slogan: "Unity, Freedom, Socialism."40 The order in this trinity 

is telling, for before all else the Ba'th party is Arab nationalist and, 
at least in theory, deeply committed to the achievement of Arab unity.41 

This is unequivocably stated as the party's "first principle" in the 

preamble to its constitution:
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The Arabs form one nation. This nation has the natural right 
to live in a single state. . . . The Party of the Arab Ba'th 
therefore believes that . . . the Arab fatherland constitutes 
an indivisible political and economic unity. No Arab country 
can live apart from the others. . . . The Arab nation consti­
tutes a cultural entity. Any differences existing among its 
sons are accidental and unimportant. They will all disappear 
with the awakening of the Arab consciousness.42

But Arab unity, while an end in itself, was also seen by the par­

ty's principal theoretician, Michel 'Aflaq, as a prerequisite to the 

introduction of a socialist society. Socialism and Arab nationalism are 

viewed as inseparable, if not almost synonymous, for socialism is a 

necessity which emanates from the depth of Arab nationalism itself" (ar­

ticle 4). Arab unity and socialism are in turn indispensable to the 

spiritual renaissance and moral regeneration of Arab society and to the 

restoration of past glories and greatness. This mystical, almost fas­

cist, theme of renewal is central to Ba'thi ideology :

Socialism constitutes . . . the ideal social order which will 
allow the Arab people to realize its possibilities and to enable 
its genius to flourish, and which will ensure for the nation 
constant progress in its material and moral output (article 4).

The Arab nation is characterized by virtues which are the results 
of its successive rebirths. These virtues are characterized by 
vitality and creativeness and by an ability for transformation 
and renewal (second principle).

Immodestly, the Ba'th, or Renaissance Party, sees itself as a vanguard 

of this rejuvenation, which can only come about through revolution 

(article 6).

In its early years, the Ba’th could justifiably claim to articu­

late Arab unionist aspirations more cogently than any other party in 

Syria. This, more than anything else, guaranteed it a large constitu­

ency. The NP and PP paled in comparison; the Communist party was insen­

sitive to the strength of Arab nationalist sentiment, and in any case 

rejected it out of hand as bourgeois and reactionary, as something that 
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detracted from the class struggle; and the SSNP, in its goal of a Greater 

Syria, similarly failed to satisfy Arab nationalist aspirations. Signi­

ficantly, it was the Ba*th which engineered Syria’s unification with 

Egypt in 1958, a little over ten years after the party’s formal birth.

If the Ba’th's manifest Arab nationalist credentials earned the 

party at least passive support form a large segment of the population 

and hastened the downfall of the traditional elite by underlining the 

superficiality of its unionist plans, so also did its socialist ideals 

and commitment to reform have great appeal. Many of the party s objec­

tives, while often no more radical than those of social democratic Euro­

pean parties, were revolutionary in the Syrian context. For one, the 

party sought "the overthrow of the present faulty structure—an over­

throw which will include all the sectors of intellectual, economic, so­

cial and political life" (article 6). Specifically, it envisaged a 

"just redistribution (of wealth)" (article 27). It would forbid "the 

exploitation of the work of others" (article 28). The state would man­

age "public utilities, extensive natural resources, big industry and the 

means of transportation" (article 29). Workers were to participate in 

factory management and receive a share of all profits (article 32). 

Their wages, holidays, and working conditions would be fixed and regu­

lated (article 40). The state would provide free medical care (article 

39). Education, a right of every citizen, would be both free and com­

pulsory (article 46).

The Ba’th, in short, stood for everything that the traditional 

elite was against. To those cognizant of the need for structural reform, 

the Ba’th’s economic and social policies offered hope for directed de­

velopment. In the words of Abu Jaber, the party "epitomize(d) the 
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agonies and hopes of a large number of Arabs who (were) intent on 

achieving change and modernization.

It was the Ba'th's commitment to land reform and rural improvement, 

however, which enabled it to achieve its first local electoral successes. 

The party's constitution specified that "ownership of agricultrual land 

will be so limited as to be in proportion to the means of the proprietor 

to exploit all his lands without exploitation of the efforts of others" 

(article 30). This hardly endeared it to the traditional elite.

In the first few years of its existence, the Ba'th remained small 

and urban-based. In 1953, however, it merged with Akram al-HawranT's 

peasant- and Hamâh-based Arab Socialist party. This immediately gave it 

a badly needed base in the countryside, for Hawrânï had championed pea­

sant causes for many years and had a large reservoir of rural support. 

Hawrânï was to the Ba'th what Lenin was to Marxism. Largely under his 

aegis, a Ba'thi slate of candidates won complete victory in Hamah in the 

1954 elections. Five of the Ba'th's twenty-two seats were won in this 

region. Moreover, it was here, where the party had campaigned largely 

on the issue of land reform, that the Ba'th first successfully challenged 

the traditional landowning elite's power.

The Ba'th, as advocate and adversary, perceived the need for pre­

paration and the generation of popular support. Thus, in addition to 

leading demonstrations and actively and persistently propagandizing 

against the traditional elite, it provided for a highly structured party 

organization when it drew up its internal rules in 1954. Whereas the NP 

and PP were, in Duverger’s terms, "caucus parties," the Ba'th, a "mass 

party," bore more resemblance to communist and fascist parties in its 

pyramid spatial structure.2*5 Although party organization in practice 
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seldom functioned, it was designed in part to permit upward mobility 

within the party and facilitate recruitment of members from all regions. 

The Ba'th thus provided a framework for transcending the regionalism and 

geographical parochialism that characterized the parties of the ancien 

regimp, Its spatial organization helped it gain a national following.

The Ba'th and the Periphery

The Ba'th found its main constituency among a rising middle class 

that was at once intensely nationalist, conscious of the need for mo­

dernization and development, and frustrated by the traditional elite s 

impotent leadership and bankrupt policies. For a number of reasons, how­

ever, it also attracted strong support among minority communites in gen­

eral and at the heterodox periphery in particular.

Although the Ba'th stressed Islam's invaluable cultural contribu­

tion to the strength and vitality of Arabism, it was passionately secu­

larist and intolerant of any subnational allegiances which might impede
I i 

national integration:

The national tie is the only tie that may exist in the Arab 
state. It ensures harmony among all the citizens by melting 
them in the crucible of a single nation and counteracts all 
religious, communal, tribal, racial, or regional factions, 
(article 15).

To 'Aflaq, the ills of Arab society were "feudalism, regionalism, sec­
tarianism and intellectual reaction."46 Syria's minorities had good 

reason to concur with at least part of this diagnosis, for it was they, 

rather than the Sunni Muslim majority, who suffered most from sectari­

anism.
Historically, Christians were tolerated by Orthodox Islam as "Peo­

ple of the Book" (ahi al-Kitab).47 Toleration, however, did not imply 



143

equality. Christians were obliged to pay a discriminatory poll tax un­

til the nineteenth-century Tanzimat reforms and were for long excluded 

from the most prestigious careers in the bureaucracy and military. As 

a result, many turned to commerce, especially after Western capitalist 

penentration commenced in the nineteenth century.Increased mercan­

tile contacts with the West combined with new educational opportunities 

provided by European protector powers to make Levantine Christian com­

munities the bridgepoint for new ideas. Among these ideas were nation­

alism, socialism, and secularism:
As European Jews from the Enlightenment onward actively helped 
formulate secular ideologies which could give them secure and 
equal positions before their Christian compatriots, so the pro­
gressive elements of the Syrian Christian minorities scoured 
Europe in search of new ideas to replace the religious foundations 
of Middle Eastern civilization. The nationalism, socialism and 
free enterprise of the West were all possibilities. . . . Ironi­
cally, the same drive for equality and full citizenship which led 
some Syrian Christians to laissez-faire led others to its ideo­
logical opposite, socialism.50

Christians were thus conspicuous not only among early Levantine social­

ists but also in the secular Arab nationalist movement which gathered 
momentum from the last quarter of the nineteenth century onwards.51 It 

was the desire for equality within a secular state—something that Syria 

most certainly was not at the time of the Ba’th’s genesis—that led many 
Christians to support the Ba’th, as well as other lay parties.52 Michel 

'Aflaq, it should be noted, was himself a Greek Orthodox Christian.

Whereas Christians were suffered in traditional Islamic society, 

'Alawis, and to a lesser extent Druzes, were stigmatized. Because Or­

thodox Islam was theocratic, heterodox communities were historically 

viewed as political enemies as well as religious dissidents. They were 

not, as a result, accorded the same rights and privileges granted to
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Christians and Jews.$3 Indeed, 'Alawi doctrine was, and to some extent 

still is, considered heretical by many Sunni MuslimsA landmark 

fatwa, or legal pronouncement, issued by a fourteenth-century Islamic 

jurist stated that 'Alawis were
more infidel than the Jews or the Christians. . . more infidel 
than most idolaters. The harm that they have done to the reli­
gion of Muhammad is greater than that done by belligerent infi­
dels, Turks, Franks and others.

The fatwa further proclaimed that the animals 1Alawis slaughtered and the 

cheese they produced were impure and not to be consumed by orthodox 

Muslims. Sunnis were prohibited from taking 'Alawi wives, saying prayers 

over the 'Alawi dead, or burying them in their cemeteries. They were fur­

ther urged not to employ 'Alawis.Officially sanctioned discrimina­

tion helped shape attitudes towards 'Alawis that were peculiarly resis­

tant to change.

Historically, the *Alawi community was deemed unworthy of even mo­

derately civil treatment. Geographically isolated in the Jabal 'Alawi, 

it exhibited a fierce independence from central administrations and re­

sisted external control for centuries. When this autonomy was eroded 

after the OttomanTanzimat administrative and military reforms, the 
’Alawi community suffered oppression and discrimination anew.57 In 1870 

a Russian representative wrote in a report to his consul general in 

Beirut that
the situation in the ’Alawi districts is among the most miserable 
and sad (in Syria). They have no justice. . . . 'Alawi villages 
have been ‘devastated by pillage and fire. Tax collectors (and) 
Turkish officials . . . perpetrate unprecedented injustices and 
seize all their means of existence.50

'Alawis were treated with contempt—in fact, as a near-pariah group.

Mythical tales about their debauchery and moral turpitude, similar to 
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those told of virtually any group considered by a majority to be-heretic, 

abounded, reinforced in part by the secrecy which necessarily surrounded 

*Alawi religious practices.59 Specialization in undesirable occupations 

was seen as confirmation of their worthlessness and as a justification 

for discrimination rather than its consequence. As recently as the late 

nineteenth century, it was said of the *Alawis that

they are in no sense an important people to modern commerce 
and civilization, and when they are exterminated from Syria, 
as they probably will be before the century closes, the 
world will suffer no great loss. They are but one degree in 
social value above the Indians of North America, and are des­
tined, doubtless, to the same fate.60

Significantly, 'Alawi doctrine permits religious dissimulation, or the 

denial of one’s faith, in order to escape persecution.

During the mandate, when the colonial power protected ’Alawi 

rights and autonomy, the community divided over its future position 

within the Levant. Many ’Alawis, including the community’s traditional 

elite, accepted sectarian divisions as an unalterable fact. To them, 

geographical separation and isolation were a means of avoiding discrimi­

nation. However, to a younger generation of educated, socially mobilized 

’Alawis, confessionalism confirmed, perpetuated, and generated inequal­

ity and discrimination. They were attracted to secularist solutions and 

to lay political parties that proposed them.

Al-Lâdhiqîyah has, since independence, been a major stronghold of 

Syria’s two principal secularist political parties, the SSNP and the 

Ba’th.61 Initially, minorities in the region preferred the Syrian na­

tionalist SSNP to the Arab nationalist Ba’th because of their chronic 

fear of being engulfed within a pan-Arab state. Ultimately, however, 

the Ba’th won greater support than the fascist SSNP among 'Alawis because 
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it also advocated socialism. This had obvious and direct appeals in 

Syria’s poorest and most underdeveloped region. Indeed, it was partly 

at the insistence of one of the ’Alawi founding members of the Ba'th, 

Wahlb al-Ghanim, that it espoused socialism at all.

The strength of Ba'thi support in the al-Lâdhiqlyah region also 

has roots in several developments during the colonial period. Between 

the two world wars, the traditional elite's authority and legitimacy re­

mained relatively intact. This was not the case in the al-Ladhiqlyah 

region, for French divide-and-rule policies discredited and undermined 

the power of collaborationist 'Alawi community leaders. Leadership of 

local nationalist opposition to the French, freed from domination by 

the traditional power structure, thus passed to a younger and more radi­

cal generation. Such persons were not attracted to the ineffective 

mainstream nationalist movement. Rather, they turned to the League of 

National Action, whose brand of more radical nationalism was in keeping 

with their own.
*Alawi support for the League of National Action grew after 

France's unilateral cession of Alexandretta to Turkey. This action, 

which underlined the impotence and bankruptcy of Syria's veteran na­

tional leadership, was particularly offensive to 'Alawis, who consti­

tuted a sizable minority in Alexandretta. Many 'Alawi refugees were 

attracted to the League because it, almost alone, actively challenged 

annexation. Subsequently, many turned to the Ba’th which, in some ways, 

was an outgrowth of the League in the al—LadhiqTyah region. As already 

noted, Zaki al-Arsuzi, who led League resistance in Alexandretta, went 

on to become one of the Ba'th’s founding members. The early prominence 

of ex-League 'Alawis within the Ba'th was in turn instrumental in
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winning support for the party in the al—Ladhiq±yah region. The poli­

tical beliefs of Salâh Jadid and Hâfiz al-Asad, for example, are said to 
* _ _ 64

have been profoundly influenced by such persons as ArsuzT and Ghanim.

Despite its sizable constituency among ethnic minorities, the 

Ba'th was emphatically not minority-dominated in its formative years. 

Even if much of its support came from the rural hinterland, its middle 

class leadership was from the urban core.

The Ascendance of the Periphery 
within the Ba'th

From the late 1940s when the Ba'th entered politics until the 

early 1960s when it achieved power, national politics revolved around "a 

struggle between two . . . elites—the political brokers of the older, 

more wealthy families and those new politically ambitious (middle class) 

elements with specific programs seeking to undermine the exclusive power 

of the older brokers."65 As a result of this struggle and the partici­

pation of new groups in the political process, the traditional elite's 

power was gradually eroded. Although challenged at every turn by the 

Ba'th, other middle class groups, and the armed forces, it was not de­

stroyed, however, until after 1963.

The Ba* thi revolution was, in many ways, twofold. In addition to 

destroying the traditional elite, it marked the emergence of a new dia­

lectic between the largely urban middle class Ba'thi activists who chal­

lenged the traditional power structure throughout the 1950s and predomi­

nantly rural or provincial lower middle class Ba'this intent on further 

radicalizing Syrian politics. It was the latter group, and specifically 

officers of the Military Committee, who led the Ba* thi revolution.

Ironically, the 1963 coup d'etat surprised veteran Ba'this who had 
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nurtured the party In its early years. Ultimately they were among the 

victims, rather than the beneficiaries, of the new regime. Moreover, af­

ter 1963 the Ba’th came to resemble something very different from the 

original party. In some senses, it became a new party altogether, not 

only in leadership, but also in constituency and orientation.

Despite the Ba'th's dynamism and broad appeal, there was an in­

creasing discrepancy in the 1950s between what it originally set out 

to become and what it was actually becoming. Quite simply, it gradually 
degenerated as a political party, its other successes notwithstanding.66

In principle, the Ba’th was committed to the achievement of power 

through democratic means. This was not the most realistic strategy in 

Syria. For one, when democratic machinery functioned, it served pri­

marily to confirm the traditional elite's power. The Ba'th could not, 

and never did, achieve major national electoral successes. Second, it 

was apparent that the Ba'th would be unable to implement its policies, 

and particularly those such as land reform which would have profoundly 

altered the power structure, without something more than the partial 

power to which it would have to resign itself if it abided by constitu­

tional rules.
In these circumstances, the Ba'th became increasingly receptive to 

shortcuts to power through the armed forces. Real power within the 

Ba'th thus gradually shifted from its veteran civilian leadership to 

sympathetic officers. This had important consequences. First, because 

Ba' thi officers çppded fo be rupre radlca^--a reflection of their more 

humble, rural origins—they increasingly resented and ignored the 

largely urban civilian leadership. Second, party organization, although 

nominally intact, became increasingly irrelevant.
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This rift paralleled tension between the civilian leadership and 

the rank and file. As founders of the Ba'th, *Aflaq, Bitar, and Hawranï 

inevitably left their imprint on the party. That the Ba'th came to be 

almost synonymous with its leaders, however, reflected the party's de­

generation. Ba'thi leaders acted unilaterally, seldom consulting the 

membership. Decisions and policy recommendations moved neither up nor 

down through the party hierarchy. When party rules were ignored even by 

the leadership, there were ample opportunities for the development of 

schisms and for independent action by party branches. This was espe­

cially so because Ba*thi ideology is somewhat vague and invites faction­

alism.67 By the late 1950s and early 1960s, the Ba'th appeared not as 

one political party but as several.

Rural party militants were also increasingly frustrated, for the 

countryside's problems remained unsolved. In part, this was because the 

Ba'th was not in a position to introduce reforms. In part also, it was 

because the largely urban leadership devoted far more attention to 

bringing about Arab unity than to the miseries of rural Syria. Because 

of the degeneration of Ba'thi organization, the rank and file's radi­

calism, particularly in the countryside and at the periphery, went 

largely unrepresented in the party's upper echelons. This ideological 

rift to some extent coincided with and was reinforced by class and gen­

eration cleavages which emerged within the party in the late 1950s.

The Ba'th always had a particular appeal to the upwardly mobile 

sons of the peasantry. It was this groupespecially that grew in size 

after independence because of a tremendous expansion of educational fa­

cilities. In 1943 there were approximately 46,000 pupils in 249 elemen­

tary and secondary schools in Syria; by 1960 there were 424,000 in over 
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3,200 such schools.68 This expansion, perhaps one of the traditional 

ruling class’s few real achievements, occurred primarily in the country­

side and in the provinces, where the need was greatest. It was here 

also that Ba’thi membership swelled in the 1950s. Both in relative and 

absolute terms, the Ba'th’s constituency gradually became less urban 

middle class and more rural and provincial petit bourgeois, even if its 

leadership did not reflect these changes until the early 1960s.

Generational cleavage was a product of the party’s age. By the 

late 1950s, the Ba’th had not experienced a change of leadership for 

well over a decade. The credentials of the party’s founding members 

had been tarnished somewhat by the rough and tumble of politics, and 

many younger party members no longer held the veteran leadership in awe. 

Had the Ba’thi organization functioned as intended, new blood could have 

been recruited into upper party levels with little disruption and gener­

ational tensions might have been smoothed. But with channels of upward 

mobility almost defunct, the invigoration and renewal of party leader­

ship necessitated something more drastic—an internal revolution.

The divergence of views within the party was considerably widened 

by Syria’s union with Egypt in 1958, paradoxically a move unreservedly 

supported by most Ba’this. The Ba’thi-engineered union should have been 

the party’s apotheosis. Instead, it almost ruined it, for the union was 

a fiasco and discredited the Ba'th’s veteran leadership within three 

short years. The failure of the United Arab Republic (UAR) marked a 

turning point for both Syria and the Ba'th.

President Nasser of Egypt specified the Ba'th’s dissolution as a 

precondition to union. The leadership, with some reluctance, complied 

with his request and unilaterally disbanded the party. Naively, it 
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still hoped to play a major role in the union and win glory for being 

its architects. The provincial branch membership, which had not been 

consulted, did not approve of the decision and defied the party leader­

ship 1s poorly transmitted directives. As a result, provincial branches, 

and especially those distant from the capital which could more easily 

evade party and Egyptian authority, maintained a semblance of organiza­

tion throughout the union.More important, freed from the watchful 

eye of the Ba'thi leadership, radical provincial and peripheral branches 

were able to construct foundations for their eventual ascendance within 

the party as a whole. These branches were also largely in regions from 

which most Ba'thi officers in the Military Committee came: al-Lâdhiqlÿah, 

Dar'a, as-Suwayda*, and Dayr az-Zawr.7^

The Ba'th suffered a precipitous loss of influence during the UAR 

and was, as a result, not altogether displeased by the severing of ties 
between Syria and Egypt after the September 1961 coup d'etat.71 The 

weak rump of the original Ba'th, led by Bitar and 'Aflaq, convened a 

National (i.e., international) Congress in 1962 to formulate the party's 

future. Among its decisions was one to reestablish the still officially 

dissolved Syrian Ba'th under the supervision of a commission comprised 

largely of Iraqi Ba'this. In addition, a provisional Syrian Regional
72 Command of four members—three of whom were Iraqi—was formed.

Syrian provincial party militants, who had remained organized and 

active throughout the UAR, were not invited to the National Congress, 

which they regarded as illegal. They were, however, in an excellent po­

sition to assume control over the party. In open defiance of the dis­

organized and decimated party leadership which controlled the interna­

tional National Command, they announced the formation of their own
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Syrian Regional Command—in effect a new Ba*th party. It was comprised 

of young, radical, provincial and especially peripheral Ba*this who be­

came known as the QuÇriyyün. With the Military Committee, they formed 

7 3 the core of the so-called neo-Ba'th.

When Ba* thi officers, in conjunction with Nasseritês, led a coup 

d'etat in March 1963—the Ba*thi revolution—civilian members of the 

ancien Ba*th were caught unawares. Nevertheless, neo-Ba* this needed 

their support and authority while consolidating their position. Many 

veteran Ba*this did, as a result, receive high positions within the re­

gime. Bitar, for example, was appointed Prime Minister of the first 

cabinet formed after the coup. Once non-Ba*this had been effectively 

removed by the autumn of 1963, however, neo-Ba*this turned their atten­

tion to eliminating the relatively conservative Ba'this who had con­

trolled the party since its formation.
The intra-Ba'th power struggle which lasted from then until Febru­

ary 1966 was greatly complicated by the fact that the two very broad and 

often internally divided contending factions generally occupied niches 

within the party's hierarchically ordered organization.74 The neo-Ba'th 

was the most powerful of the two wings, having maintained a degree of 

organization throughout the union and having played a role in the March 

1963 coup d'etat. After Salâh Jadîd pressured veteran Ba'this to permit 

the readmission of the dissident QutriyyTln faction into the party, it 

virtually controlled the Syrian Regional Command as well as party organ­

ization within the armed forces. But the Regional Command was in theory 

subordinate to the international National Command which the old leader­

ship controlled. The authority of the latter within Syria was increas­

ingly nominal, but it could not easily be totally ignored by the former 
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while its position was precarious.

More important, the struggle between the two factions, in addition 

to being between classes, generations, and ideologies, also appeared to 

be between a heterodox-dominated, but also Sunni, rural periphery and 

a largely orthodox Sunni urban center. There is thus a direct parallel 

between the manipulation of regional and ethnic ties in the military 

when discipline crumbled and in the Ba'th when party organization degen­

erated. Although regional and ethnic identities did not always deter­

mine the nature of political commitments within the Ba'th between 1963 

and 1966, sectarianism deeply infected political life during these years. 

In part this was because the Syrian Ba'th party was small and, despite 

its advent to power, very weak. Several estimates put its total member­

ship at the time of the 1963 coup at 500—hardly enough to control the 

country let alone allow the luxury of an internecine dispute. The 

neo-Ba'th, anxious to consolidate its position with the least possible 

delay, thus made a concerted and hasty effort to expand its ranks with 

loyal supporters. As previously noted, because of the urgency of this 

task, standards of admission into the party were greatly relaxed and 

large numbers of friends, kinsmen, and persons from peripheral provinces 
and minority communities were encouraged to enter it in 1963 and 1964.7$

These and similar developments did not go unnoticed by Syrians, 

many of whom perceived a conspiracy by regional minorities and peri­

pheral Sunnis to take over the state. In addition, the neo-Ba'th's ra­

dicalism, reflected in the issuance of sweeping land reform and nation­

alization decrees, provoked strong opposition in the traditionally con­

servative cities. Many equated socialism with atheism, or considered it 

to be the ultimate heresy of groups whose Islamic identity they doubted 
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anyway. As a result, strong undercurrents of antiheterodox sentiment 

were expressed during large-scale riots throughout urban Syria in 1964. 

This disorder was inspired both by the puritanical revivalist Muslim 

77 Brotherhood and by the traditional ruling class.

The eventual victory in 1966 of the neo-Ba’th over the old Ba th, 

and of the periphery over the center, was the culmination of a protrac­

ted power struggle between two Ba'thi officers, Salah Jadid and Amin 

al-Hafiz.78 During this struggle, the armed forces became deeply divi­

ded along geographic and ethnic lines. While initially not all hetero­

dox officers supported Jadid, Hafiz’s accusations that his opponent was 

spreading sectarianism within the military became a self-fulfilling 

prophecy.79 Regional minority officers were virtually forced to commit 

themselves to Jadld’s success. At the same time, many urban Sunnis came 

to view Hafiz as their champion against the heterodox periphery s growing 

power. Furthermore,Jadid and 1Umran made temporary common cause, linking 

their separate *Alawi followings within the armed forces. By the end of 

1965, it was estimated that Sunni officers supporting Amin al-Hafiz con­

trolled only 25 to 30 percent of all army units.80 Faced with this si­

tuation and intimidated by Jadid's control of the Regional Command, 

Hafiz had little alternative but to join the moderate wing of the Ba th, 

an action which finally precipitated his downfall.

Although 1Alawi and Druze supporters of Jadid controlled most army 

units and with the assistance of peripheral Sunnis dominated the Regional 

Command, Hafiz's followers commanded a crucial tank brigade in Hirns. In 

December 1965, Jadid persuaded 'Ubayd, the Druze Minister of Defense, to 

issue a decree transferring them, thus preparing the way for Hafiz's 

downfall. Hafiz's supporters refused to obey the decree, which the
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National Command rescinded. JadTd promptly ordered them arrested. This 

in turn provoked the National Command to dissolve the Regional Command, 

assume all civilian and military powers, and dismiss several neo-Ba'thi 

officers, including one of JadTd1s cousins. Two days later, on Febru­

ary 23, 1966, neo-Ba'thi officers led a coup d'etat which destroyed the 

final vestiges of the National Command's authority over the peripheral 

and minority-dominated Regional Command.

One of the Ba'th's main misfortunes was that the means it used to 

achieve power detracted from its ultimate objectives. With good reason, 

few Syrians were willing to accept that a regime apparently based on 

ethnic and regional solidarity paradoxically wished to create a united, 

secular, socialist society. The early years of Ba'thi rule thus divided 

Syrians rather than united them. In the long term, however, the revolu­

tion was a nation-building one, and must be seen in the context of the 

traditional elite’s inability to create a strong, stable political cen­

ter and attack the many problems which confronted the state after inde­

pendence .
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CHAPTER V

CENTER AND PERIPHERY : ECONOMIC AND SOCIAL 
DEVELOPMENT UNDER THE BA'TH

If the Ba'thi revolution was led largely by the geographic peri­

phery, so also was it followed by a deluge of statements and ideological 

tracts that betrayed both the new elite’s regional composition and its 

concern over the plight of the rural hinterland:

Millions and millions of pounds are spent in the cities to make 
bread cheap, while most (of the) peasants do not eat flour 
throughout the year. . . . Another form of exploitation is the 
attention given to some regions but not to others, so that the 
country is divided into two parts: the spoiled and the neglected. 
This is another form of exploitation suffered by some regions 
that we will call backward and remote.

The development of "neglected" regions has been an explicit, if vaguely 

defined, objective of the Ba’thi regime. Thus, in the state's second 

five-year economic and social development plan for the 1966-70 period, 

two of the "general targets" were "developing the rural community and 

raising its standard by means of an increase in social services and op­

portunities for work, and the abolition of illiteracy," and "improving 

the regional distribution of factors of production.The third plan, 

for the 1971-75 period, was even more forthright, stating that one of 

its fourteen "general objectives" was

to pay great concern to the countryside, especially in remote 
muhafazat (provinces), for the improvement of the standard of 
living and productive potentialities through the provision of 
fundamental public services, the introduction of a wider scale 
of rural industries to increase the opportunities of employ- $ 
ment and to lessen the immigration of villages to city (sic).

165



166

This chapter examines whether the periphery’s assumption of poli­

tical power has indeed reduced center-periphery economic and social in­

equalities. It also examines whether regions from which a dispropor­

tionate number of new elite members hail, and specifically al-Ladhiqïyah, 

have been particularly favored in the allocation of public investments. 

If the regime is a nation-building one, clearly such favoritism should 

be minimal.

Instruments of Geographic Change: New Possibilities 
and Persistent Constraints

The post-1963 elite is, theoretically, far better equipped to 

reduce geographical inequalities than preceding regimes for two funda­

mental reasons. First, as a result of large-scale nationalization of 

banks, industry, and trade in 1964 and 1965, the government monopolizes 

most major economic location decisions.Liberalization since 1970 not­

withstanding, socialist transformation of the economy has centralized 

locational decision-making so that the Ba’th can, within limits, say 

what is to go where. Not only has government distributive ability in­

creased, there is also more for government to distribute. Thus, budget­

ary expenditures, which totaled only L.Sy. 990,675 in fiscal 1961/62, 

amounted to L.Sy. 3,414,000 in 1973.$

Many Syrians realized the potential geographical implications of 

the public sector’s proliferation. This is illustrated by a probably 

apocryphal remark attributed to a minority soldier:

Don’t expect us to eliminate socialism in Syria, for the real 
meaning of such steps would be the transfer of all the political, 
financial, industrial and commercial advantages to the towns, i.e. 
the members of the Sunni community. We, the Alawls and the Druzes, 
will then again be the poor and the servants. We shall not aban­
don socialism because it enables us to impoverish the townspeople 
and to equalize their standard of life to that of the villagers.
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Whether this remark is authentic or, more likely, was made by an oppo­

nent of the regime is hardly relevant. The point is that socialism did 

indeed present the Ba'thi regime with an opportunity to reduce geograph­

ical inequities.

The regime is also in a .bet.ter position to reduce regional imbal­

ances as a result of the increasing scope and sophistication of national 

planning during the 1960s and 1970s.7 Thus, projected investment 

amounted to L.Sy. 2.7 billion in the first five-year plan but totaled 

L.Sy. 4.9 billion and L.Sy. 8.0 billion in the second and third plans 

respectively. The expanding purview of national planning, a corollary 

of a growing public sector, has been reflected in a burgeoning bureau­

cracy. Specifically, in 1968 a general reorganization of agencies re­

sulted in the creation of a Supreme Planning Council, a State Planning 

Organization, and a Central Bureau of Statistics. These institutions, 

which superceded a variety of weaker organs, centralized and ration-
Q alized plan decision-making.°

Nevertheless, the regime's ability to effect geographical change 

has been constrained in a variety of ways. For one, nationalization 

initially brought not government control of the economy, but economic 

chaos. Socialist transformation encouraged a quickening of the "brain 

drain" and massive capital flight—by the end of 1965, Syrian capitalists 

had smuggled an estimated $US 200 millions out of the country.It was 

also accompanied by purges within the bureaucracy and by the recruitment 

of politically reliable but often technically incompetent persons into 

state agencies. For at least three years after the revolution, the pro­

liferating public sector was disorganized, undermanned, inexpertly run, 

and undercapitalized. The Arab-Israeli war of 1967 made matters worse.

country.It
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In the mid-1960s, the neo-Ba'th was largely preoccupied with staying in 

power and eliminating its opponents. Thus, while quick to expropriate 

land and destroy the traditional elite, it was tardy about redistribu­

ting this land. A recent government publication noted that 

it is really astonishing that (land) expropriation and redis­
tribution operations have not been completed ten years after 
the law on agrarian reform was promulgated.

Only in 1969, when 60 percent of total expropriated and state domain 

lands were finally allocated to farmers, did the Ba* th finish what it 

had set out to do six years earlier.11

The Ba* th was also hamstrung by the dependence of the first two 

development plans in particular on substantial private investment. In 

the first plan, drawn up before the Ba*th came to power, private invest­

ment was to have accounted for 36.7 percent of all investments. In the 

second, the private sector's projected share of investment increased to 

43.4 percent. Clearly this was optimistic in view of the regime's atti­

tude to private enterprise at that time. It was also singularly unreal­

istic, since the private sector had, with the exception of agriculture 

and small-scale industry, been virtually destroyed by those who hoped 

for its cooperation. Not surprisingly, few plan targets were met. ‘

The regime's ability to reduce geographical inequalities was also 

severely limited by the virtual absence of any regional planning agen­

cies prior to 1968. As a result, there is no evidence of explicit re­

gional planning in any of Syria's first three plans, despite the vague 

concern over "remote provinces." The absence of such planning does not 

of course preclude regional development. It merely suggests that the 

latter is ad hoc and piecemeal at best and incidental at worst.

Given the national elite's geographical composition and the 
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concomitant politicization of public sector allocations, political con­

siderations have been especially instrumental in inhibiting regional 

planning. To some extent, political factors have retarded such planning 

throughout the Arab world. Thus, a 1969 United Nations survey of the 

state of regional planning in Syria, Iraq, Jordan, Lebanon, and Saudi 

Arabia noted that

since area planning is sometimes identified with "regionalism” 
or parochial chauvinism, the very concept of regional planning 
is not uncontroversial. J

Already acutely sensitive to charges of regionalism and narrow geographic 

appeal, the post-1963 elite has been more wary than most of introducing 

regional planning, which would be viewed by many as a bureaucratization 

of a system of geographical spoils. Ironically, if anyone cannot take 

the political risk of formulating development programs to reduce poverty 

and stimulate economic growth in such provinces as al-LadhiqTyah, it is 

the Ba* th. Political expedience dictates that the spoils of office ap­

pear not to be disproportionately distributed to certain provinces.

Notwithstanding political reservations, the Ba'th created a so- 

called Central Directorate for Regional Planning in 1968. According to 

the then Minister of Planning, it was charged with studying "the develop­

ment of underdeveloped regions and the optimum exploitation of their re­

sources."^ In addition, as part of the preparatory work for the third 

five-year plan, ad hoc regional commissions were constituted in each 

province to assist plan formulation. These comprised provincial gover­

nors, directors of provincial ministries, and local Ba’this.

Although regional planning may eventually facilitate the develop­

ment of underdeveloped regions, it is primarily a means of increasing 

the general effectiveness of national planning, ideally by
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interposing a stage between planning at the national level and 
planning for specific projects; i.e. a stage at which policies, 
sectoral allocations and specific investments can be coordinated 
and harmonized.  ....

Regional planning is also a political mobilization strategy, a means 

of ostensibly democratizing the planning process while simultaneously 

spatially diffusing the reach of government. It

provides an opportunity for encouraging and sustaining local 
initiative, creativity and participation, for giving cultural 
or ethnic groupings a means of expression or for leading com­
munities away from traditional apathy.

This feature undoubtedly entered into Ba'thi considerations.

Nevertheless, there is little evidence that regional planning is 

much more than an empty phrase. It is too recent an innovation to have 

had any impact on the third five-year plan. At present, it cannot serve 

to channel public investment to underdeveloped regions. Rather, its 

main purpose is to coordinate large infrastructural projects, such as 

the construction of the Euphrates dam.

National Plans: Pragmatism Prevails

When the ideological garments which envelop five-year plans are 

stripped away and their basic aims and priorities laid bare, it is evi­

dent that Ba1thi development policies are thoroughly pragmatic, owing 

their inspiration less to party theoreticians than to a hard-nosed ap­

praisal of what needs to be done, what can be done, and where it can 

most profitably be done. National plans bear the imprint of technocrats, 

rather than neophyte social engineers from the provinces.

Rhetoric notwithstanding, the advent to power of a Ba'thi regime 

did not appreciably alter the orientation of national planning or signi­

ficantly modify its general objectives. Rather, the revolution vastly 

widened its scale and scope and increased its efficiency and boldness.
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To this day, planning priorities and goals are strikingly consistent 

with those recommended by the International Bank for Reconstruction and 

Development in the early 1950s,18 save that recent discoveries of oil 

and phosphates have encouraged a more broad—based industrialization. A 

high proportion of all investments have been in projects under way when 

the Ba'th came to power or advocated long before 1963. Furthermore, most 

major investment has been in infrastructural projects which are national 

in scope or whose local geographical benefits are incidental. Given the 

economy's fundamental structural deficiencies and planners' limited fi­

nancial resources, plan priorities have emphasized national growth 

before geographical equalization.

The pragmatism, continuity, and national infrastructural emphasis 

of plans are most prominently revealed in transportation development, 

which received 20, 22, and 11 percent respectively of all allocations in 

the three plans. Most investment went to port and railroad construction.

Al-Lâdhiqlyah, the only province with a coastline, has naturally 

been the immediate beneficiary of port development. The region's central 

places, al-Lâdhiqîyah and Tartüs, have therefore enjoyed economic boom 

conditions and boast among the highest rates of urban population growth 

in Syria.Tartus, which although smaller than al-Lâdhiqîyah is home 

to many more *Alawis, will eventually be "one of the most important 

(ports) in the Mediterranean," according to a Syrian government publica­

tion.20 Its potential handling capacity will be greater than Beirut and 

al-Ladhiqlyah combined.21 Since Tartus was until recently what was char­

itably described as "a small Mediterranean town" with 15,000 inhabit 

tants,22 highly visible port construction and urban expansion have 

aroused some suspicion of geographical favoritism.22 However, any port 
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would obviously have to be built in a largely 'Alawi area; the IBRD 

strongly recommended port development ; the expansion of al—Ladhiqlyah 

was well under way before the Ba'th came to power;25 and, most important, 

Syria desperately needed these ports.

When Turkey annexed Alexandretta in 1939, Syria lost its only sig­

nificant port. This severely hampered the economic development of north­

eastern Syria, where potential expansion of export-oriented agriculture 

has been greatest and where oil was discovered in the late 1950s. In ad­

dition, Aleppo, the country's second largest city and northern Syria's 

central place, lost much of its traditional entrepôt and transit trade, 

since it was linked by railway to Alexandretta, but not to the remaining 

Syrian coast.
Syria's southern portions were more adversely affected by Lebanon’s 

creation in the 1920s and by the concomitant interposing of a political 

boundary between Damascus and its traditional port outlet, Beirut. Al­

though the creation of a Syro—Lebanese customs union lessened the impact 

of this effective landlocking, increasing political differences between 

the two countries in the 1950s, a result of Syria's radicalization, made 

dependence on Beirut a serious liability. In addition, Syria, as a major 

arms purchaser, was justifiably concerned that the unimpeded delivery of 

its military supplies was contingent upon Lebanese cooperation. After 

1955, the Soviet Union, its supplier, was similarly reluctant to ship 

weapons through a Lebanon that was sufficiently aligned with the United 

States to ask it to intervene in its 1958 civil war. Even the ancien 

regime advocated port development at al—Ladhiqlyah for strategic reasons.

That Tartüs has recently been developed at the expense of al-Ladhi- 

qîyah can also be explained in geographic rather than political terms.
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Because al-Ladhiqîyah*s site conditions limit expansion, it cannot cope 
efficiently with all Syria's trade. Already it is overcrowded.26 Tartus 

will substantially reduce pressure on its northern neighbor's handling 

facilities. More important, a modern port at Tartüs will reduce the 

distance between Syria's central and southern regions and their point of 

export and import by an average ninety kilometers, so that producers and 

consumers using it will realize a 30 percent reduction in transport costs. 

It therefore has a decisive locational advantage (see map 1.1). From 

a strategic point of view also, Syria has good reason to deconcentrate 

its port facilities. This was underlined during the 1973 Arab-Israeli 

war when both al-Lâdhiqîyah and Tartüs ports were bombed, but neither 

completely closed.

Port construction and expansion are central to the al-Ladhiqiyah 

region's economic development, for ports, as break—in—bulk points, offer 

locational advantages to a variety of enterprises, attracting ancillary 

and auxilliary industries and frequently forming growth poles around 

which assorted industries can enjoy the advantages of agglomeration. 

Most industries locating on Syria’s coastal plain since the early 1960s 

owe their existence to such multiplier effects and not to geographic fa­

voritism in public sector investments.

The general development of Syria's coastline would have occurred 

had persons from al—LadhiqTyah not achieved political prominence. At 
28most, only the pace of development has quickened. The substantial be­

nefits accruing to the region from port construction are incidental, for 

al-Ladhiqîyah and Tartüs are designed to serve a national hinterland, 

thus contributing towards the development of Syria as a whole.

Railway construction, a second component of communications, is 
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viewed by Syrian planners as "second only in importance to the Euphrates 

dam as an infrastructural project."29 Specifically, the construction of 

three lines between al—QamishlT and al-Ladhiqiyah, 'Akkarï and Tartus, 

and Damascus and Hires will create an integrated national railway network 
30 with extensive port-hinterland and interregional linkages (see reap 1.1).

31 Such a system was recommended in part by the IBRD in the 1950s, 

for with the post-World War I reorganization of political space in the 

Levant, Syria, in addition to losing its principal port, was effectively 

deprived of a major part of its railroads.32 The Syrian-Turkish boun­

dary was delimited in such a way that the railway line between Aleppo 

and the agriculturally productive northeast passed just within Turkey. 

In political geographic and transportation terms, the most rapidly ex­

panding agricultural region of the state became a quasi-exclave.

The Levant’s Balkanization similarly disrupted railway communica­

tion between Aleppo and Damascus. In delimiting the boundary between 

Syria and Lebanon, the French could not have ignored the fact that the 

standard gauge line connecting Hirns with the narrow gauge Beirut-to- 

passed through Lebanon.

projects will reestablish and extend railway linkages 

When the network is complete Aleppo and Damascus will be

linked with one another by way of Hires, with Syria’s two ports, and with 

the expanding, agriculturally productive,and oil-rich northeast. Al­

though al-Ladhiqiyah and Tartus will benefit especially as termini of 

these lines, the regime is clearly more concerned with the grid's 

nation-building role.

Pragmatic considerations have similarly led Ba'thi planners to 

give high priority to irrigation development.33 Syria's dependence on 

Damascus line

Current

within Syria.
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rain—fed agriculture has been one of its most persistent and debilita­

ting economic problems, for the acute variability of annual precipita­

tion has resulted in cyclical crop failure and excessive fluctuations 

in annual production and yield.34 Because agriculture employs two-thirds 

of all Syrians, provides between 30 and 40 percent of all national in­

come, and accounts for between 80 and 85 percent of all exports, over- 
35 dependence on rain—fed agriculture has been nationally dysfunctional. 

The extension of irrigation can do much to alleviate this problem by 

regulating and stabilizing water supply. Already, the 8 percent of 

Syria's cultivated land which is irrigated produces 40 percent of the 

36 net value added to agriculture.

For these reasons, great emphasis has been placed on construction 

of the Euphrates dam in particular, and on lesser irrigation projects, 

such as the Ghab and Khâbür schemes, in general.

The Euphrates project alone accounted for 13 and 20 percent of all 

investments in the second and third plans respectively. In the words of 

two government publications, it "constitutes one of the most important 
factors in the future economic transformation of Syria,"37 and is "the 

foundation for (its) future agricultural development."3^ Construction 

of the dam commenced in 1966 at al—Tabqah. When completed, it will in­

crease irrigated agricultural land from 500,000 to 1,350,000 hectares. 

Furthermore, it will generate 800,000 kilowatt hours of electricity per 

annum at one-fifth of current unit cost. This will quadruple present 

supplies and should be sufficient for Syria's projected future needs. 

In addition to supplying industry with a cheap source of power, the dam 
39 will permit the provision of electricity to all villages by 1980.

Clearly irrigation development is of such national significance 
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that geographical investment imbalances in this sector are inconsequen 

tial and reflect only environmental parameters. Ar-Raqqah received 76.8 

percent of all public sector investment in irrigation during the second 

plan because the Euphrates dam, which accounted for over two-thirds of 

investment in the sector, is in this province. Furthermore, there are 

few provinces which will not benefit from the project. Dayr az-Zawr, 

for example, which received only 0.4 percent of all irrigation invest­

ment, will increase its irrigated area by 300,000 hectares as a result 

of the dam’s construction.

Because the regime believes that "the challenge of socio-economic 

development in Syria (is) in essence the challenge of problems in the 

rural (agricultural) sector,"40 it has substantially increased invest­

ment in the rural economy. Apart from extending irrigation, it has made 

a massive effort to provide villages with clean drinking water, sewage 

systems, schools, and medical and recreational facilities. It has also 

sought to balance geographical patterns of energy consumption by ex­

tending electricity to the countryside. In the early 1960s, the cities 

of Damascus and Aleppo together consumed 81 percent of all electricity 
and the middle-sized towns of Hirns and Hamah another 13 percent.41 The 

second plan therefore aimed to provide electricity to 170 rural settle­

ments (see table 5.1).

The Ba’th has also made it easier for peasants to obtain low inter­

est loans.42 The effects of this influx of capital into the countryside 

should not be exaggerated, however. Between 1965 and 1967, Agricultural 

and Cooperative Bank loans went to farmers who cropped only 9 percent of 

Syria’s cultivated area.43 Eighty percent of the loans it granted in
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Table 5.1

Rural Electrification Projects in the 
Second Five-Year Plan

Source: Syria, Rapport 1966-1967 sur

Province Number of 
Villages Percentage

Damascus 23 13.5
Aleppo 21 12.3
Hirns 24 14.1
Hamah 15 8.8
Al-Lâdhiqîyah 14 8.2
Dayr az-Zawr 16 9.4
Idlib 9 5.3
Al-Hasakah 3 1.8
Ar-Raqqah 8 4.7
As-Suwayda* 8 4.7
Dar'a 29 17.0

Total 170 100.0

1*économie syrienne, p. A89.

1969 went to cotton growers. The geographical distribution of agricul- 
44 tural credit has as a result been inequitable.

Land reform and the extension of agricultural cooperatives, however 

represent the Ba’th’s major contribution to the improvement of rural 

living conditions. By 1970, one-fifth of Syria's cultivated area had 

been redistributed to over 100,000 peasant families. In addition, by 

1973 there were 1,725 agricultural cooperatives in Syria (see table 5.2). 

Eventually over 4,000 are planned.46 Together with irrigation develop­

ment, the extension of low interest loans, the improvement of rural wel­

fare facilities, the establishment of various state marketing organiza­

tions, and the construction of several new agricultural processing plants 

land reform and agricultural cooperatives are designed to reduce urban- 

rural income differences.
Nevertheless, to the extent that planning priorities have shifted
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Distribution of Agricultural Cooperatives, 1973

Table 5.2

1 - - 1
Number Percentage Members Percentage

Damascus 129 7.5 10,975 8.1
Aleppo 367 21.3 18,903 14.0
Hirns 216 12.5 15,070 11.2
Hamah 244 14.1 26,256 19.5
Al-Lâdhiqïyah 270 15.6 19,628 14.6
Dayr az-Zawr 75 4.3 13,810 10.3
Idlib 182 10.5 13,933 10.3
Al-Hasakah 78 4.5 3,539 2.6
Ar-Raqqah 70 4.0 5,290 3.9
As-Suwayda' 40 2.3 3,099 2.3
Dar' a 54 3.1 4,059 3.0

Total 1,725 100.0 134,562 100.0

Source: Syria, Rapport 1973-1974 sur l'économie syrienne, p. 
B141.

since 1963, they have moved in a direction which would question the va­

lidity of the hypothesis that changes in the elite’s geographical compo­

sition have resulted in the adoption of economic policies which signi­

ficantly favor the rural hinterland over the urban center. Allocations 

to rural—based sectors of the economy——irrigation, land reclamation, and 

agriculture—have declined proportionately, although not absolutely, 

from 40.4 percent of all investment in the pre-Ba'thi five-year plan to 

only 28.1 and 31.5 percent in the second and third plans.

This does not imply that rural Syria is being neglected. On the 

contrary, agriculture is, in the words of the Minister of Planning, re­
served "a particular importance" in Syria's economic development.^7 

Agricultural development is being encouraged, however, "in order to per­

mit the development of other economic sectors.

Emphasis on industrialization, particularly in the third plan, 
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suggests that the regime, despite its geographical composition, favors a 

conventional approach to economic development, one which will eventually 

result in deemphasizing the economy's rural base. Thus, investments in 

manufacturing, mining, and energy lept from 18.7 percent of all 

allocations in the first plan to 29.2 percent in the third.
49 Expansion of the oil industry has been a particular priority.

At present, oil production is limited to three fields in the northeastern 

corner of the country. In 1970, these yielded only 79,000 barrels per 

day (one-tenth of daily production in the United Arab Emirates). Although 

Syria was projected to produce almost four times this amount by 1980 

(290,000 barrels per day),50 production was only 10 percent higher in 

1975 than in 1970. Nevertheless, partly because of oil price increases 

in 1973, crude petroleum exports increased from L.Sy. 128.7 million in 

1970 to L.Sy. 2.586 billion in 1976, a twentyfold increase. During 

the same period, oil’s share of total exports lept from 16.6 percent to 

62.4 percent.51 It has superceded textiles as the country’s most valuable 

foreign currency earner and substantially reduced a chronic and hitherto 

ever-increasing balance of payments deficit. Oil will also serve as the 

nucleus for future industrial expansion, providing both fuel and raw ma­

terials for synthetic fibre and petrochemical manufacturing. One can see 

why plan investments in oil extraction and pipeline and refinery con­

struction have been large, accounting for 14 percent of all allocations 

in the third plan.
Phosphate mining and processing have similarly accounted for a high 

proportion of all plan investments in the industrial sector in recent 

years. Syria's phosphate fields, which are in the Himg-Tudmur region, 

have been systematically exploited only since the late 1960s. They will 
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eventually yield three million tons annually. While most phosphates 

will be exported through Tartus, much will also be used for fertilizer, 
e n 

further reducing Syria’s import bill.

Oil and phosphates will play a major role in the transformation of 

industry. Under the third plan, the share of traditional industries— 

such as food processing, textiles, and tobacco—in total industrial pro­

duction was projected to decline from 64 to 50 percent, while the share 

of new industries—oil, chemicals, and fertilizers, among others—was to 
CO 

increase from 36 to 50 percent.

The location of post-1963 industrial projects suggests that under 

the Ba*th, industry may actually become more rather than less concentra­

ted :

The geographical distribution of existing industries and indus­
trial projects under Implementation, and the planned location of 
new industries, point towards a concentration of industrial ac­
tivity in . . . the major urban agglomerations. . . . The heaviest 
concentrations are those, first, in Damascus and, second, in 
Aleppo. . . . Industry is concentrating in urban areas . . . (and) 
the trend towards further concentration will grow.

While the Ba’thl regime is concerned about regional inequalities, 

considerations of economic viability and profitablity,coupled with an 

overriding concern with the optimum use of limited financial resources 

to achieve national economic growth,lead it for the most part to make 

locational decisions that would do credit to a private entrepreneur. 

Even a socialist regime cannot easily ignore the advantages of esta­

blishing new industries in economically optimum locations or in existing 

developed regions.

To the extent that new industry has been established outside of 

Damascus and Aleppo, this has primarily benefited Hirns, which offers de­

cisive locational advantages to a complex of modern industries (see map
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1.1). Hirns sits astride the entrance to one of the few corridors through 

the Levantine coastal mountain range. For this reason, it has histori­

cally been a transportation hub. More recently, oil pipelines to the 

Mediterranean coast have passed through this corridor. One, from Iraq, 

bifurcates at Hirns, with branches going to the large refinery in Tripoli, 

Lebanon, and to Saniyas, south of the town of al-Lâdhiqïyah. A second 

pipeline, which connects the northeast oilfields with Tartüs, was com­

pleted in 1968. Hirns is also equidistant between Damascus and Aleppo.

It is therefore in every respect an optimum location for the oil refinery 

which has supplied Syria with much of its domestic petroleum needs since 

1959. Syrian oil exploitation has necessitated a major expansion of 

this refinery. The enlarged facility and nearby phosphate deposits con­

stitute the nucleus for the petrochemical and fertilizer industry which 

has grown up around Hirns in recent years.

The Ba’th's economic development strategy is wholly orthodox and 

seems to be predicated on the assumption that growth at the center will 

spill over and diffuse geographically to the periphery. This was hinted 

at in a report issued after a joint Syrian, Jordanian, and Lebanese 

workshop on regional planning:

Developed areas had many advantages deriving from the accumula­
tion of capital resources, the availability of more skilled and 
diverse labour, the presence of growth-oriented technocrats, the 
usually favourable location of the developed areas and their in­
frastructure which enabled them to provide the necessary services. 
Additionally, economies of scale were possible both in the pro­
vision of social services . . . and for large industries which 
would benefit also from certain economies of agglomeration in 
consequence of the more easily available technical information, 
the linkage of certain industries, the sharing of repair ser­
vices, etc. Further, and this was particularly important in 
countries of the Middle East, the presence of appropriate govern­
ment institutions with their decision-making powers facilitated 
the processing of requests from industries in matters of building, 
production, labour relations and other issues. . . . Investment in 
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developed areas could increase the demand for raw materials 
and other products in the hinterland. . . . Initially, . . . 
underdeveloped areas had too low an absorptive capacity to 
exploit successfully large-scale capital investment, and . 
in any event, the fruits of development could always be distri­
buted throughout the less developed areas. (emphasis added)

This passage is worth quoting at length, not so much because what is 

said—it is after all elementary capitalist location theory—but because 

of who said it. Presumedly it reflects in some degree the views of 

Syrian planners who participated in the workshop.57

This workshop also admitted that

investment (is) sometimes politically motivated and executed, 
without reference to economic justifications. . . . If . . . 
major economic or social structural change (is) deemed essen­
tial in a less developed region, then investment (will) be 
made regardless of cost in order to achieve it.58

While such investments have been made in Syria since the Ba'th came to 

power, they are diminutive and account for a small minority of all in­

vestments. To the extent that there has been favoritism in the geo­

graphic distribution of public economic investment, it has been limited 

to establishing a few footloose enterprises in regions with dispropor­

tionate political power. In themselves, they are unlikely to result in 

a radical spatial redistribution of wealth.

Searching for evidence of geographical spoils in Syria's develop­

ment plans trivializes the massive efforts made to develop the state as 

a whole. If "neglected" provinces have benefited from public economic 

investment, it is because the Ba'thi regime has viewed Syria as an inte­

gral and interdependent economic whole to be developed. Far more than 

its predecessors, it has sought to tap the hitherto relatively unexploi­

ted resources and assets of disadvantaged regions, whether they be a 

coastline in al-Lâdhiqlyah, an oilfield in al-Hasakah, phosphate deposits 
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in Hirns, or the Euphrates River in ar-Raqqah. Merely by attacking some 

of the root problems of underdevelopment and by capitalizing on any major 

resource, wherever it may be, the Ba1 th is laying foundations for geo­

graphical equalization. Almost by definition, national planning and de­

velopment imply regional convergence, for they require recognition of 

the nature and location of material and human resources . . . 
(and) the existence of depressed but potentially valuable 
areas. (emphasis added)59

In sum, the Ba'th's concern with the problems of underdeveloped 

provinces need have nothing to do with geographical parochialism and re­

gional favoritism. On the contrary, it may underline the nation-building 

credentials of the new elite, for

national concern with regional problems can prevent the develop­
ment of a regional consciousness by drawing attention to the pro­
blems of a particular region and helping to bring it into line 
with other regions. Regional planning can . . . become a unifying 
and not divisive force in national unity.60

The Distribution of Social Services 
under the Ba'th

If regional convergence has occurred since 1963, it will be mani­

fested most clearly in a more balanced geographical provision of govern­

ment social services, which, because of their locational flexibility, are 

more susceptible to social engineering. Three types of service are exa­

mined in turn here : primary education, secondary education, and health 

care.
The Ba'thi regime has made considerable progress in extending edu­

cational facilities and opportunities throughout Syria. Primary school 

enrollment increased from 563,000 in 1963 to 925,000 in 1971 and secon­
dary school enrollment from 126,000 to 316,000 during the same period.61 

This expansion was reflected in enrollment ratios, which improved from 
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0.67 in 1964 to 0.85 in 1971 at the primary level and from 0.20 to 0.36 

at the secondary level.62 Investment in education boosted the number of 

primary and secondary school teachers from 15,607 and 3,973 respectively 

in 1963 to 25,134 and 13,483 respectively in 1971. In the same period, 

1,682 new primary and 454 new secondary schools were opened. The ques­

tion is: was this expansion of educational facilities in the eight years 

after the Ba'th came to power greater than that which occurred in the 

eight years before 1963? More particularly, did it benefit all regions 

equally?
The proportional distribution of primary schools changed substan­

tially between 1955 and 1971. Eight years before the revolution, 19.1 

percent of all primary schools were in Damascus province. By 1971, its 

share was only 11.9 percent. Nevertheless, this decrease was not counter­

balanced by an increased share of primary schools in the Ba'thi strong­

hold provinces of al-LSdhiqîyah, Dar'S, Dayr az-Zawr, and as-Suwayda'. 

On the contrary, they all had proportionately -fewer in 1971 than in 1955. 

To the extent that there has been a geographical redistribution of ele­

mentary schools, this has benefited Aleppo and, to a lesser extent, al- 

Hasakah and Hamah. There has been no appreciable change in the propor­

tional distribution of primary school teachers and students. In both 

1955 and 1971, Damascus and Aleppo together had over one-half of both 
r 

(see table 5.3).

The provincial distribution of primary schools is an unsatisfactory 

measure of educational opportunity, for the category "primary school" ob­

viously encompasses a broad size range, from the solitary village class­

room to the large urban facility. That a particular province has a high 

proportion of all schools may therefore reveal only that its population



Distribution of Primary Schools, Teachers, and Students, 1955 1971

Table 5.3

Province
Pop.
(%)

Schools (%) Teachers (%) Students (%)
1955 1963 1971 1955 1963 1971 1955 1963 1971

Damascus 20.3 19.1 16.5 11.9 27.6 28.3 26.5 29.3 26.1 27.1
Aleppo8 
Him? 
Hamâh

29.9
9.6
8.6

22.7
9.0
7.1

24.8
9.4
8.3

30.2
8.8
10.3

27.5
8.6
7.5

27.0
8.8
7.8

25.6
9.5
8.4

24.8
9.9
8.0

26.7
9.9
8.5

26.0
9.7
8.4

Àl-LSdhiqïyah 
Dayr az-Zawr

12.5
4.9

17.5
4.3

15.0
3.9

13.5
3.8

10.2
4.2

10.2
3.9

10.8
4.3

11.3
3.5

12.0
4.2

12.9
3.4

Al-Hasakah 5.2 9.0 13.6 13.2 5.5 6.6 5.7 4.1 5.8 5.0
As-Suwayda1 
Dar'a

3.0
5.9

6.0
5.3

4.3
4.6

3.6
4.7

4.5
4.3

3.2
4.2

3.4
5.6

4.4
4.7

2.9
3.8

2.5
4.8

Total 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0

Source: Prepared from data in Syria, Statistical Abstract, 1955 1971.
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^Includes Idlib and ar-Raqqah.
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is dispersed and requires a large number of small instructional units. 

Each primary school in al-Hasakah province, for example, served an aver­

age sixty-four students in 1971, whereas each such school in Damascus 

typically had an enrollment of 383. Student/teacher ratios are a better 

measure. These have increased in Damascus, Aleppo, al-Hasakah, and al- 

Ladhiqlyah since the Ba'thi revolution, but have fallen in Dayr az-Zawr, 

as-Suwayda’ , and Dar'S. The range of ratios—and hence inequality—was 

greater in 1971 than in 1955 (see table 5.4).

Table 5.4

Primary Students per Teacher, 1955-1971

Province Students per Teacher _
1955 1963 1971

Damascus 35.9 33.3 37.7
Aleppo3 30.4 35.7 37.3
Hirns 38.5 40.6 37.7
Hamah 35.6 39.4 36.6
Âl-Lâdhiqîyah 37.6 42.2 43.9
Dayr az-Zawr 28.2 39.3 29.5
Al-Hasakah 25.6 31.8 32.2
As-Suwayda* 33.1 32.6 27.3
Dar'a 36.5 32.8 31.7

Syria 33.8 36.1 36.8

Source: Prepared from data in Syria, 
Statistical Abstract, 1955-1971.

aIncludes Idlib and ar-Raqqah.

Clearly, growth rates in primary school enrollment and in the num­

ber of schools and teachers have varied from province to province. This 

accounts for the deterioration in the quality of education in some regions 

and its improvement in others. In Damascus, for example, student enroll­

ment grew by 70.4 percent between 1963 and 1971; this exceeded growth in 
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the number of schools (3.6 percent) and teachers (50.6 percent). In

Hamah, by constrast, where enrollment increased by 62.7 percent, the num­

ber of schools and teachers grew at an even faster rate (see figs. 5.1, 

5.2, 5.3).
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Fig. 5.1 . Primary Student Growth Rates, 1955-1963 and 1963-1971 (Pre­
pared from data in Syria, Statistical Abstract, 1955-1971)

aIncludes Idlib and ar-Raqqah
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Fig. 5.2 . Primary School Growth Rates, 1955-1963 and 1963-1971 (Pre­
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No single measure adequately describes spatio-temporal variations 

in educational opportunity at the primary level, however, for growth 

rates are obviously highly dependent on base units. For this reason, 

pre- and post-Ba* thi revolution growth rates must be interpreted with 

caution. For example, the national rate of primary school growth was 

lower between 1963 and 1971 than between 1955 and 1963, although sub­

stantially more schools were built in the more recent period.

The most sensitive summary index of geographical change is the per­

centage distribution of net new primary teachers and schools since 1963. 

That the distribution of new teachers has been roughly proportional to 

each province’s population implies that little regional convergence has 

occurred. Al-Ladhiqlyah, for example, which has 12 percent of Syria’s 

population, received about the same share of all new teachers between 

1963 and 1971 (see map 5.1).
Government has considerably more control over school construction 

than student enrollment ratios or where teachers will pursue their 

careers. It is significant therefore that only 1.4 percent of all pri­

mary schools built in Syria since 1963 were located in Damascus. Never 

theless, new school construction has not, as predicted, benefited the 

Ba’thi stronghold provinces so much as Aleppo, Hamah, and al-Hasakah, 

within which 70.9 percent of all new primary schools erected between 

1963 and 1971 were located (see map 5.2).

All told, inequalities in the geographical provision of primary 

education were not major when the Ba'th achieved power. Enrollment ra­

tios were already fairly high in most provinces, even if Damascus had a 

disproportionately large share of all students. Logically, therefore, 

the amount of regional convergence or absolute growth which could occur
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in primary education was limited.

Educational expansion since 1963 has focused mainly on improving 

facilities at the secondary level. While primary school enrollment grew 

by only 64.2 percent between 1963 and 1971, the number of children atten­

ding secondary school rose by 186.4 percent. Secondary school and teacher 

growth rates were likewise far higher than those at the primary level.

Damascus province's share of all secondary educational facilities 

fell substantially between 1955 and 1971. In 1955, it had 27.1 percent 

of all schools and 37.2 percent of all teachers; in 1971, it had only 

21.7 and 27.2 percent respectively. Similarly, the relative positions 

of Aleppo and as-Suwayda', which had been improving before the Ba'thi re­

volution, worsened after 1963. Insofar as one can generalize about the 

complex and often contradictory patterns of change in other provinces, 

the relative standing of al—Ladhiqlyah and Hamah, which deteriorated 

between 1955 and 1963, improved substantially after the revolution. In 

remaining provinces, relative improvement occurred in some variables, but 

not in others (see table 5.5).

Enrollment growth at the secondary level has outstripped new school 

construction. This is reflected in substantially higher student/school 

ratios in 1971 than in 1955 in every province except as-Suwayda'. Never­

theless, because the number of secondary school teachers more than doubled 

between 1963 and 1971, student/teacher ratios improved after the revolu­

tion. They were much higher, however, than in 1955 (see table 5.6).

Disparate geographical growth rates to some extent confirm that 

the post-1963 expansion of secondary education has benefited noncore pro­

vinces most. While secondary student enrollment increased substantially 

in Damascus and Aleppo in the eight years after the Ba th assumed power,



Distribution of Secondary Schools, Teachers, and Students, 1955-1971

Table 5.5

Province
Pop.
(%)

Schools (%) Teachers (%) Students (%)

1955 1963 1971 1955 1963 1971 1955 1963 1971

Damascus
Aleppo3 
Hirns 
Hamih 
Âl-Lâdhiqîyah 
Dayr az-Zawr 
Al-Hasakah 
As-SuwaydS1 
Dar’a

20.3
29.9
9.6
8.6
12.5
4.9
5.2
3.0
5.9

27.1
17.9
12.4
9.2
19.7
4.6
2.7
2.3
4.1

25.7
24.7
11.7
8.3

13.5
3.1
4.4
3.1
5.4

21.7
21.7
12.0
9.6
19.3
2.9
3.8
2.5
6.4

37.2
18.4
10.7
8.4
14.7
2.8
1.6
2.5
3.4

34.2
25.2
9.1
7.2

11.9
2.6
3.3
3.0
3.5

27.2
22.0
11.3
9.1
15.0
3.6
4.9
2.8
4.0

31.4
18.3
11.4
9.5
16.2
3.7
1.3
3.6
4.2

28.1
23.6
11.5
9.0
13.8
3.0
3.3
3.7
3.8

26.1
22.3
10.6
9.6 S

16.1
3.7
4.4
2.4
4.7

Total 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0

Source: Prepared from data in Syria, Statistical Abstract, 1955 1971. 

^Includes Idlib and ar-Raqqah.
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Table 5.6

Secondary Students per School and per 
Teacher, 1955-1971

Province -
Students per School Students per Teacher
1955 1963 1971 1955 1963 1971

Damascus 301 315 455 13.3 22.9 22.5
Aleppo3 265 275 388 15.6 26.1 23.8
Hirns 239 283 344 16.8 35.3 22.2
Hamah 268 312 375 - 17.8 34.8 24.9
Al-Ladhiqîyah 213 295 314 17.3 32.5 25.1
Dayr az-Zawr 207 279 484 20.7 32.9 23.6
Al-Hasakah 120 214 441 12.2 27.6 21.4
As-Suwayda* 409 341 365 22.7 34.4 20.1
Dar'a 267 201 275 19.5 30.2 27.5

Syria 259 287 378 15.7 27.8 23.5

Source! Prepared from data in Syria, Statistical Abstract^, 
1955-1971.

^Includes Idlib and ar-Raqqah.

all but two remaining provinces (Hirns and as-Suwayda’) experienced even 

higher growth rates. Similarly, although there were 117.9 percent more 

secondary schools in Syria as a whole, the number of schools in Damascus 

and Aleppo increased by only 83.8 and 91.6 percent. Contrary to my hypo­

thesis, the highest growth rates did not uniformly occur in peripheral 

provinces. Although al-Ladhiqîyah and Dar'a enjoyed the highest percen­

tage increases, Dayr az-Zawr and as-Suwayda* experienced the lowest.

The most striking changes have been in teacher growth rates. Be­

tween 1955 and 1963, the number of secondary school teachers rose by only 

10.2 percent. In three provinces, there were actually fewer in 1963 than 

in 1955; one, al-Lâdhiqlyah, lost 11.1 percent of its teachers. In the 

eight years after the revolution, by contrast, the number of teachers 

lept by 239.4 percent nationally. This level of growth, however, was not 
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achieved throughout Syria. Significantly, Damascus and Aleppo had the 

lowest percentage increase, whereas in al-Ladhiqlyah the number of teach­

ers more than trebled and in Dayr az-Zawr it nearly quadrupled (see figs.

5.4, 5.5, 5.6).
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Fig. 5.4 . Secondary School Growth Rates, 1955-1963 and 1963-1971 (Pre­
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Fig. 5.5 . Secondary School Growth Rates, 1955-1963 and 1963-1971 (Pre­
pared from data in Syria, Statistical Abstract, 1955-1971) 
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It must be reemphasized that base units influence and distort 

growth rates. Nevertheless, the distribution of new secondary schools 

and, to a lesser extent, teachers since 1963 underline the spatio-temporal 

changes which have occurred. Between 1963 and 1971, almost one-quarter 

of all new secondary schools opened were in al-Lâdhiqîyah alone. Aleppo, 

with 30 percent of Syria's population, received only 19.2 percent. This 

does not, however, necessarily substantiate the hypothesis that politi­

cally overrepresented regions have generally enjoyed a disproportionate 

share of educational investment. Only 2.6 and 2.0 percent of all secon­

dary schools built during these years were located in Dayr az-Zawr and 

as-Suwayda* (see maps 5.3, 5.4).

The favored treatment evidently given to secondary education in al- 

Lâdhiqïyah is consonant with other related developments in the province. 

In November 1976, President Hâfiz al-Asad laid the foundation stone of 

the University of al-Lidhiqlyah, Syria's first university outside Damas­

cus and Aleppo. Eventually, it will have over 20,000 students. The pro- 

63 ject will cost $US 100 millions.

Long-term investment in secondary and particularly higher educa­

tion might be the best way in which the regime can favor al-Lâdhiqïyah. 

In creating a large reservoir of people with desirable technical skills 

and qualifications, it is ensuring that the province will continue to 

provide a disproportionate number of persons to all sectors of the na­

tional elite. Whether this is intentional or incidental, however, is 

conjectural. One could convincingly argue that the construction of a 

university in al-Lâdhiqîyah has nothing whatsoever to do with the na­

tional political prominence of persons from the region. Al-Lâdhiqîyah 

is Syria's most populous province after Damascus and Aleppo. It is
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Map 5.3. Distribution of New Secondary Teachers, 1955-1963 and 1963 1971 (Pre 
pared from data in Syria, Statistical Abstract, 1955-1971)



ALEPPO

AL

DAYR AZ-ZAWR

yiMS

NEW SCHOOLS

1963-7120
1955-63DAMASCUS io.
POPULATION0%

Aleppo includes Idlib and ar-Raqqah

/ 
/ 

< 
X

0 25 50 75 miles
I----- i----- 1----- 1

\ i rotas
AL-HASAKAI

. ei KU.

"" V'-X

3SB HAMAH \

201
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from data in Syria, Statistical Abstract, 1955-1971)



202

therefore an entirely logical location for Syria’s third university.

The Ba’thi regime has been less able to reduce acute geographical 

inequalities in health care delivery. If anything, the general pro­

vision of health care was more regionally unbalanced in 1971 than in 

1963 or 1955.

In the post-Ba’thi period, the percentage of all doctors in Damas­

cus rose from 44.6 to 50.7. Three provinces, Aleppo, al-Lâdhiqïyah, and 

Hamah, had a significantly smaller share of all doctors, and three, Dayr 

az-Zawr, Dar’a, and as-Suwayda', had only a marginally greater propor­

tion. Three-quarters of all doctors in 1971 practiced either in Damascus 

or Aleppo (see table 5.7).

Table 5.7

Distribution of Doctors, 1956-1971

Province
Pop.
(%)

Doctors (%)
1956b 1963 1971

Damascus 20.3 48.1 44.6 50.7
Aleppo3 29.9 23.9 27.7 23.4
Hirns 9.6 6.9 6.0 7.7
Hamah 8.6 5.3 4.7 3.8
Àl-Lâdhiqlyah 12.5 8.9 7.7 6.1
Dayr az-Zawr 4.9 3.1 2.7 3.3
Al-Hasakah 5.2 2.3 4.3 2.7
As-Suwaydâ’ 3.0 0.5 0.7 0.7
Dar’a 5.9 1.0 1.5 1.6

Total 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0

Source: Prepared from data in Syria, Statistical 
Abstract, 1956-1971.

^Includes Idlib and ar-Raqqah.
bNo data for 1955 available.
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The extent of geographical inequalities in health care delivery is 

most apparent in patient/doctor ratios. In 1971, each doctor served an 

average 3,788 people. Ratios ranged, however, from 1,726 patients/doctor 

in Damascus to 11,577 patients/doctor in as-Suwayda'. This range was 

substantially narrower than in 1963, however, when ratios varied between 

1/2,541 and 1/22,091. Health care has improved significantly in every 

province except al-Hasakah since the revolution. Between 1956 and 1963, 

patient/doctor ratios deteriorated in practically every region, with five 

provinces experiencing a net loss of doctors and with the number of doc­

tors in the entire country falling by 10.4 percent. In the eight years 

after the Ba’th achieved power, by contrast, the number of doctors in­

creased dramatically in three peripheral provinces in particular: Dayr 

az-Zawr, as-Suwayda', and Dar'â (see table 5.8).

Patients per Doctor, 1956-1971

Table 5.8

Province
Patients per Doctor

1956b 1963 1971

Damascus 1,616 2,541 1,726
Aleppo 4,588 6,239 4,996
Hirns 5,229 8,891 4,235
Hamah 5,270 8,911 8,167
Al-Lâdhiqîyah 4,840 8,678 6,844
Dayr az-Zawr 9,629 11,124 5,322
Al-Hasakah 10,140 7,425 10,432
As-Suwayda' 23,137 22,091 11,577
Dar'a 14,404 15,074 8,971

Syria 3,730 5,494 3,788

Source: Prepared from data in Syria, Statistical 
Abstract, 1956-1971.

^Includes Idlib and ar-Raqqah. 
bNo data for 1955 available.
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Even in semisocialist Syria, doctors are free agents, setting up 

their practices wherever they choose. Invariably, this has meant in 

Damascus, Aleppo, and Hirns provinces, where 86.3 percent of all new doc­

tors between 1963 and 1971 located. There is therefore a strong trend 

to increasing inequality of access to health care (see map 5.5).

The situation is probably far worse than even preceding tables 

imply, for a vast majority of all doctors are located in the urban cen­

ters of the various provinces. A 1971 United Nations report noted that 

the inadequacy of medical facilities is compounded in Syria by 
questions of the accessibility of those facilities to the people. 
Leaving aside such potential barriers as income and cost, and ac­
cepted patterns of social behaviour the geographical dispersion 
of these facilities, when read in the context of transport facili­
ties in the country, make it clear that the most favoured Syrians 
are those who live in the urban areas, particularly the Damascus 
and Aleppo areas.64

Despite major efforts to increase the number of doctors and medical per­

sonnel in the third plan, their inequitable geographical distribution 

will probably persist.

When the regime builds hospitals, it at least roots them firmly in 

one place. Geographical equalization of health care delivery would 

therefore most likely be reflected in the provision of physical plant, 

over which the regime has more locational control.

Damascus and Aleppo provinces had a higher percentage of all govern­

ment hospitals in 1971 (60 percent) than in 1955 (56 percent). This un­

derstates the overconcentrâtion of facilities, for it does not include 

private hospitals, which are even more highly clustered in the cities of 

Damascus and Aleppo (see table 5.9).

The construction of a hospital can increase access to major health 

facilities dramatically. In Dayr az-Zawr, for example, where two new
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Map 5.5. Distribution of New Doctors, 1963-1971 (Prepared from data In Syria, 
Statistical Abstract, 1963-1971)
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Distribution of Government Hospitals, 1955-1971

Table 5.9

Province
Pop.
(%)

Hospitals (%)
1955 1963 1971

Damascus 20.3 28.0 31.0 33.0
Aleppo3 29.9 28.0 31.0 27.0
Hirns 9.6 5.0 4.0 3.0
Hamah 8.6 5.0 4.0 6.0
Âl-Lâdh iqïyah 12.5 9.0 8.0 9.0
Dayr az-Zawr 4.9 5.0 8.0 9.0
Al-Hasakah 5.2 9.0 8.0 6.0
As-Suwayda* 3.0 5.0 4.0 3.0
Dar'a 5.9 5.0 4.0 3.0

Total 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0

Source: Prepared from data in Syria, Statistical 
Abstract, 1955-1971.

^Includes Idlib and ar-Raqqah.

hospitals were built between 1955 and 1971, the number of persons/hospital 

dropped from 312,984 to 97,585. Similar improvements were registered 

after 1963 in al-Lâdhiqlyah, as-Suwayda*, and Hamah. Conversely, where 

hospitals were not contructed—Hirns for example—the burden on facilities 

became substantially greater (see table 5.10).

Given the tremendous improvements in health care delivery which 

result from the construction of a single hospital, one wonders why six 

of the nine new hospitals built between 1963 and 1971 were located in 

Damascus or Aleppo. This casts doubt on the periphery's commitment to 

geographical equalization, for the need was certainly greater elsewhere 

(see map 5.6).

Obviously, not all hospitals are of equal size. Thus, a truer 

surrogate measure of health care provision is the geographical distri­

bution of hospital beds. This measure reveals an even greater maldis-
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Persons per Government Hospital, 1955-1971

Table 5.10

Province
Persons/Hospital (in thousands)

’ 1955 1963 1971

Damascus 136.2 136.9 132.5
Aleppo3 192.8 209.0 215.9
Hires 123.7 515.7 546.3
Hamah 289.5 401.0 257.3
Âl-Lâdhiqlyah 222.9 321.1 230.4
Dayr az-Zawr 313.0 144.6 97.6
Al-Hasakah 123.7 155.9 234.7
As-Suwayda* 
Dar’S

111.8 154.6 138.9
154.6 226.1 233.2

Syria 186.4 204.1 191.0

Source: Prepared from data in Syria, Statistical 
Abstract, 1955-1971.

^Includes Idlib and ar-Raqqah.

tribution of facilities. Damascus, with only 20 percent of Syria's pop­

ulation, had 33 percent of all government hospitals, but over 52 percent 

of all government hospital beds. This is a higher percentage than in 

1963. There were nineteen beds for every 10,000 Damascenes, compared to 

8.3 beds for every 10,000 Syrians. Although the distribution of hospi­

tals and hospital beds are not necessarily covariant, clearly the con­

struction of a hospital increases the availability of the latter. Hence, 

whereas there were only 2.5 beds for every 10,000 people in Dayr az—Zawr, 

in 1955, there were 13.9 by 1971. In the 1963-71 period, almost 85 per­

cent of new hospital beds were located in just three provinces, Damascus, 

al-Ladhiqïyah, and as-Suwaydâ’ (see map 5.7 and table 5.11).

Although health care delivery has generally improved in Syria 

since 1963, data do not permit one to conclude that significant geograph­

ical equalization of facilities has occurred. In some provinces,
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Distribution of Government Hospital Beds, 1955-1971

Table 5.11

Pop. 
(%)

Hospital Beds (%) Hospital Beds/10,000
1955 1963 1971 1955 1963 1971

Damascus 20.9 51.3 50.4 52.6 15.4 17.5 19.0
Aleppo3 29.9 17.8 19.8 16.7 3.7 4.5 4.5
Hirns 9.6 4.0 5.0 4.3 2.6 3.7 4.2
Hamah 8.6 3.3 2.9 2.6 2.8 2.7 2.7
Âl-Lâdhiqïyah 12.5 9.2 5.6 8.5 5.0 3.3 6.5
Dayr az-Zawr 4.9 3.3 10.0 7.7 2.5 13.1 13.9
Al-Hasakah 5.2 3.7 2.2 1.4 3.6 2.8 1.5
As-Suwayda'
Dar'â

3.0 3.3 1.4 4. 1 7.1 3.4 15.5
5.9 4.1 2.4 1.9 6.5 4.0 4.3

Total
Syria

100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0
5.9 7.1 8.3

Source: Prepared from data in Syria, Statistical Abstract, 1955-1971.

^Includes Idlib and ar-Raqqah.

particularly al-Lâdhiqîyah and Dayr az-Zawr, there has been considerable 

infrastructural development since the revolution. In others, such as 

Hirns and al-Hasakah, access to medical personnel and plant has deterio­

rated. The concentration of doctors and hospitals in Syria's two major 

urban centers remains as acute and conspicuous today as it was several 

years before the Ba'th assumed power.

In sum, while the Ba'th's economic policies are wholly pragmatic 

and geared more to developing a national infrastructure and encouraging 

national growth than to achieving geographical equalization, the regime's 

social policies have met limited success in reducing center-periphery 

inequalities. This is most evident in the marginally more balanced dis­

tribution of secondary educational facilities since 1963. The nation­

building credentials of the regime, however, derive less from its ability 

to engineer regional equalization than from a quantum leap in government 
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output since the revolution. The major contrast between the pre- and 

post-1963 regimes is the far greater effort made by the latter to solve 

Syria’s principal developmental problems.
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CHAPTER VI

CONCLUSION

This study’s principal hypotheses have been, first, that the 

Ba’thi revolution was a nation-building revolution and, second, that 

because of the geographic core's inability to solve the state's major 

developmental problems, the geographic periphery has furnished Syria 

with its first authentic nation-building elite. The periphery's infu­

sion into political life has strengthened, rather than weakened, the 

political center.
Many Syrians, however, view events since 1963 very differently. 

Specifically, the prominence of 'Alawis and persons from al-Ladhiqlyah 

in strategic elite positions particularly—one of the most sensitive 

national political issues—has repeatedly exposed the regime to charges 

of dependence on a narrow regional and ethnic base of support. Surrep­

titiously distributed handbills occasionally urge the overthrow of the 

regime, which is characterized by its more incorrigible enemies as the 

"instrument of heretics who observe rituals borrowed from Christianity 
. . . (of) the bastard descendants of Crusaders."1 Syria's intervention 

in the Lebanese civil war, apparently on the Christian side, reinforced 

this suspicion. The regime’s ’Alawi core has presented opponents with 

a casus belli. This was underlined recently by the assassination of
2 several prominent 'Alawis, including the Rector of Damascus University.

Even President Sâdât of Egypt has castigated what he referred to as 

Syria's "tangled, rancorous Alawite Ba'th party.

217
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The regime has responded to these charges and fears by attempting 

to persuade the Sunni majority that *Alawi doctrine and practices are 

not so different from their own. Thus, it allegedly published and cir­

culated a book purporting to prove that the ’Alawi community is by ori­

gin, belief, and ceremony fully Islamic. As if to emphasize its point, 
it issued a Qur'an with a portrait of President Asad as a frontispiece.4 

The regime also managed to have neighboring Lebanon's tiny 'Alawi com­

munity officially declared a part of the Shi’a community, whose Islamic 

credentials are not in doubt. This was, of course, for domestic con­

sumption. Finally, Asad regularly makes a point of praying in a mosque, 

especially with such devout leaders as King Khalid of Saudi Arabia at 

his side. On the face of it, this is not remarkable. Most Sunnis, 

however, are aware that ’Alawis conventionally do not frequent mosques. 

When the Ottoman Tanzimat reformers built mosques in the Jabal 'Alawi 

to correct what they perceived as heresy, ’Alawis simply used them for 

sheltering animals.$

While the regime clearly does have an 'Alawi—al-Lâdhiqïyah core, 

as I showed in Chapter II, this is to some extent predicated on the need 

to establish a degree of mutual trust among national decision-makers. 

There is no evidence that this group has sinister, grand designs for its 

region any more than the conspicuous reliance by Presidents Kennedy, 

Johnson, and Carter on Bostonian, Texan, and Georgian political advisors 

and aides—their so-called mafias—implies or implied consistent, overt, 

geographical favoritism in all spheres of government policy and activ­

ity.6 As noted, al-Ladhiqiyah has not benefited especially from its 

disproportionate share of political power.

Furthermore, while the geographic and ethnic affiliations of an 
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elite member may shape his political attitudes and allegiances in some 

contexts, in most they do not. They are but two components of his 

aggregate, composite identity and have as little power to predict poli­

tical behavior as age, class, or occupation. Concomitantly, elite 

members from the same region or ethnic group do not necessarily always 

act in concert 01 have common interests and goals. On the contrary, 

some of the most bitter disputes since 1963 have been among 1Alawis. 

Two recent examples underline this point. In 1976, many *Alawi officers 

were purged for expressing opposition to the regime’s policies in the 

Lebanese civil war. Early in 1977, another seventy 'Alawi officers 

were reportedly arrested for circulating a petition criticizing corrup- 
7 tion within Asad’s entourage.

The prominence of ’Alawis in the elite can partly be explained 

by their traditional overrepresentation in the army and the Ba’th. 

They were attracted to these bodies precisely because they were the most 

explicitly secular, national ones in a country with profound subnational 

divisions in the immediate postindependence era. 'Alawis, more than 

most, hoped to live in a Syria where their identities did not perpetu­

ally place them at a political, economic, and social disadvantage. This 

is, of course, a common phenomenon, similar in many respects to the 

appeals which Marxism had for many Eastern European Jewish intellectuals. 

Ironically, expedience dictated that 'Alawis manipulate subnational ties, 

which they wished to purge from the political and social fabric of Syria, 

to facilitate the Ba’th’s climb to power. While they viewed their tem­

porary solidarity as a means to an end, however, many others viewed it 

as their only end.

It is important to reemphasize that the new elite is not only com­
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prised of 1Alawis and persons from al-Ladhiqiyah. Rather, ii is made up 

of a coalition of Ba* this from several peripheral provinces and from all 

communities. Furthermore, since 1970 the urban center has received a 

greater share of power. The regime's geographic and ethnic ba e is, 

in actuality, broader and transcends subnational divisions more suc­

cessfully than that of the ancien regime. If not entirely representative 

in composition, the new elite is nevertheless national in outlook and in 

its policies. This is particularly evident in the regime's economic 

and social development strategies.

Syria’s acute political instability in the 1950s and early 1960s 

was directly related to its lack of an effective state-idea. From a 

political geographic point of view, the Ba* thi regime’s major nation­

building accomplishment has been to bestow upon Syria an identity which 

it hitherto lacked.

The Ba1 th was created to achieve Arab unity and propagate the pan­

Arab state-idea. One might expect, then, that its first goal after 

achieving power would have been to sign away Syria’s very existence 

and put the state up for adoption. This, indeed, very nearly happened. 

Between 1963, when plans to unite with Iraq and Egypt fell through, and 

1970, however, no one talked more and did less about Arab unity than the 

Ba’th. On the contrary, it injected a strong isolationism into Syria’s 

foreign policy. For seven years, Syria effectively removed itself from 

the vagaries of Arab unity politics.

There are several possible explanations for this dramatic about- 

face. One is that Syria’s foreign policy simply reflected traditional 

minority apprehensions about being engulfed within an even larger state. 

The heterodox periphery, according to this interpretation, fostered
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Syria's uniqueness because it almost alone was committed to the Syrian 

state-idea and to Syria's separate existence. It is telling that crit­

ics accuse the Ba'th of resembling the minority-dominated, Syrian 

nationalist SSNP. They point to the similarity of their constituencies 

(charging that after the SSNP was banned many party members joined the 
8 

Ba*th) and, more especially, their common isolationism.

An alternative explanation is that as a result of the Ba'th's 

transformation in the early 1960s, its priorities were reversed. This 

tangible ideological reorientation was a product of the ascendance of 

new groups within the party. Under its veteran urban bourgeois leader­

ship, the Ba'th devoted most of its energies to achieving Arab unity, 

rather than socialism. As noted in Chapter IV, this idee fixe increas­

ingly alienated the party's provincial and regional minority rank and 

file membership, who impatiently awaited long-promised structural reform 

within Syria. When they emerged in full force within the party in the 

early 1960s, they infused it with a dose of radicalism. To them, Arab 

unity could wait, socialism could not.

Isolationism was undoubtedly also a product of Syria's bitter union 

with Egypt between 1958 and 1961. The United Arab Republic disillusioned 

and chastened Syrians in general but Ba'this in particular, for Egypt 

treated Syria not as an equal partner, but as a distant province, if not 

a colony. In the space of three years, Egypt managed to do what French 

colonial rule had not: make Syria conscious of its identity and force 

it to accept that its own interests did not always coincide with and 

should not as a matter of course always be subservient to those of pan­

Arab ism. Above all, Syria learned not to throw itself so hastily and im- 
9 

prudently into the arms of another Arab state.
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Whatever its source, isolationism between 1963 and 1970 fostered

Syria’s sense of uniqueness, for

the neo-Ba'th, despite its official compliance with Arab unity, has 
in practice adopted a wholly independent line in inter-Arab re­
lations. Unlike the old Ba’th which led Syria into union with E^ypt, 
the neo-Ba'th endeavored to demonstrate Syria’s separate entity.

Syria, however, could not forever continue its self-imposed exile. The 

change had not been from a state in which people considered themselves 

Arabs and not Syrians to one in which they considered themselves Syrians 

and not Arabs. Rather, it was to a state that was more identifiably 

Syrian Arab. One of the most direct and positive results of Asad's ad­

vent to power in 1970 was Syria's emergence from its isolationist corner. 

It is now a party to Arab integration schemes, but on its own terms. 

This is evident in a subtle change of emphasis: Syria now cautiously 

seeks very loose federation and coordination rather than full union with 

other Arab states.

The pragmatic self-interest of post-1970 foreign policy—a rather 

recent innovation in Syria——is vividly reflected in the regime s giddy 

relations with neighboring countries. Once the archenemy of the reac­

tionary "dwarf," Husayn, to the south and poised to intervene on the 

side of the Palestinians in the 1970 Jordanian civil war, it now sends 

30,000 troops into Lebanon to quell them while Asad warmly clasps the 

Hashimite king's hand and talks about federation. Once hurtling invec­

tives at the bedouin "puppets" of the Arabian peninsula and pointing an 

indignant, accusing finger at their imperialist-tainted and mispent oil 

wealth, it now merrily sends its loan-seeking representatives to distant 

desert capitals and graciously and gratefully opens both hands to gather 

their largesse—some $700 millions in 1976 alone.The regime was
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hardly on speaking terms with Egypt in the mid-1960s. And yet in 1973 

the two countries mounted a well-coordinated joint attack on Israel. 

Through it all, only Iraq—Ba'thi Iraq—has remained a villain. The 

two periodically close their boundaries, pipelines, and airline offices 

as they bicker over who can rightfully claim to be Ba* thi and squabble 
. 12over the allocation of the Euphrates waters.

The point is not that Syrian foreign policy is any more capri­

cious or opportunistic than that of any other state, for it is not. 

Rather, it is that Syria now defines and designs its own confidently 

autonomous foreign policy,whereas formerly it almost abrogated this 

right, assigning it to fraternal Egypt or Iraq. This is but one mani­

festation of Syria’s emerging political geographic self-esteem and its 

success in freeing itself from its former, external, quasi-functional 

political centers in Cairo and Baghdad.

A second nation-building accomplishment of the regime has been its 

relative success in integrating Syria's constituent parts. Specifically, 

it has undermined political regionalism by destroying its base (the local 

power of large landowning families), by suppressing its instruments (po­

litical parties with narrow geographic constituencies), and by attempting 

to eradicate what sustained it (a fragmented space economy and an inade­

quate communications infrastructure).

The regime has also introduced major secularist reforms, although 

not without opposition. In April 1967, for example, a controversial 

article urging the creation of a new socialist society within which God 

and religion would become "mummies in the museum of history" appeared in 

the army newspaper, Jaysh al—Sha1 b The fierce reaction was predictable,

for the piece offended both Muslim and Christian leaders, who united in 
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opposition to such overt atheism. For three days, strikes and demon­

strations in the major cities endangered the regime, ending only after 

mass arrests.

In the same year, the Ba'th brought all private education, which 

is to say all schools run by the various Christian sects, under the 

Ministry of Education's control. Private schools were permitted to 

teach the language of the religious rite for only two hours a week. All 

textbooks, including those dealing with religious matters, had to be ap­

proved by the government. According to the then Minister of Education, 

a Christian from al-Lâdhiqlyah province, the textbooks "must not reflect 

communalism in those schools which used to teach communal topics that 
no longer agree with the thought patterns of our generation."15 The 

purpose of these restrictions was

to impose a teaching method which will guarantee conceptual coordi­
nation among citizens in order to achieve national unity ... as 
they advance . . . towards the end of revolution and towards . . . 
a free, united socialist society.16

Again, the reaction was hostile.1^ Many schools closed altogether, and 

18 an estimated 15,000 Christian children moved to schools in Lebanon.

Most controversial of all the Ba'th's secularist actions, however, 

was its omission from the 1969 constitution of a clause specifying that 

the president of the state must be a Muslim. The opening phrase of the 

presidential oath was similarly changed from, "I swear by God," to "I 

swear by my honor and faith." These modifications provoked mass demon­

strations throughout urban Syria. Because many Sunnis view the Muslim 

credentials of 'Alawis with undisguised skepticism, the new constitution 

was also seen as a means of enabling Hafiz al—Asad to become president, 

which he did in 1971. Always the pragmatist, Asad promptly restored the 
19 traditional oath after being sworn in.
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Despite the opposition which its integrative policies initially 

met, the regime has decisively undermined the power and autonomy of 

Syria’s diverse cultural groups and established a strong central govern­

ment. For the first time in centuries, centripetal forces outbalance 

centrifugal ones and center-periphery cleavages have been bridged. 

Arguably these changes were first introduced by the heterodox periphery 

because it had most to gain from them. At the very least, the regime 

had a stronger interest in appearing to be more secularist than pre­

ceding regimes precisely because it was accused of being an instrument 

of minority groups. One reason why it has been so concerned about 

recent events in Lebanon is its fear that the strife would spill over 

into Syria, to its detriment.

Syria has undergone other profound changes since 1963. Not the 

least of these has been its transcendance from a country in which poli­

tical life was almost pathologically unstable to one in which political 

stability has become the norm. The Ba’th has been in power for almost 

a decade and a half, a striking accomplishment by the standards of the 

1950s and early 1960s. Almost one-half the population has never known 

anything but Ba’thi rule.

Stability and longevity do not a successful or legitimate regime 

necessarily make. The least charitable explanation of the Ba'th’s 

lengthy tenure is that it is simply a corollary to the regime's coercive 

power. Undoubtedly, repressive apparatus have been more refined and per­

vasive under the Ba'th than at any other time. The regime has also de­

stroyed much of its opposition and potential counter-elites through land 

reform, nationalization, and, occasionally, arbitrary imprisonment.

The marked reduction in the number of coups since 1963—a fair 
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measure of stability—similarly need not imply that the regime has 

greater legitimacy than preceding ones. The upper echelons of the offi­

cer corps were raised on coups. After a decade and a half of the same 

old tricks, officers had by 1963 developed them into an imaginative art 

form, if not a science. But to be good at making coups is also to be 

good at preventing them. The creation of an "ideological army, the 

careful positioning of a loyal palace guard outside the capital, and the 

appointment of friends, political bedfellows, and relatives to strategic 

command positions all have one very obvious purpose.

I attribute the regime's stability and longevity more to the fact 

that as a nation-building regime it has penetrated society and had some 

success in mobilizing it in support of its goals. The regime has an 

unprecedented, though far from complete, degree of popular legitimacy. 

This has been especially true since 1970.

The Ba'th realized that power could not be maintained or a revo­

lution made "simply by seizing the political center." It was also neces­

sary "to combine goal setting from above and mobilized mass support . . . 

from below," as in China and Vietnam. It sought to do this through 

activist one-party rule and through its organizational apparatus, which 

now "covers the entire country, down to small and faraway villages. 21 

The party currently boasts a membership of 100,000, an improvement indeed 

over the 500 it had shortly after the revolution. It controls trade 

unions, youth, student, and women's organizations, a people’s militia, 

and peasant organizations. The latter alone had over 200,000 members by 

1972. In this manner, "peasants could be drawn into national political 

life, be brought to identify with nationalist goals, and enlisted in the 
effort at social reorganization in the countryside."^ According to
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Hinnebusch, the results have been salutory, for the regime

has had some success in undermining the attachments of the masses 
to the regime's traditional rivals, legitimizing its rule in the 
countryside, and building a base of peasant support. Given the 
persistence of opposition power in the cities, this rural base 
represents an indispensable source of stability and power.

The creation of a base of support in the countryside was perhaps 

the major accomplishment of the radical JadTd-dominated faction of the 

Ba'th, which controlled Syria until 1970.25 Prior to Asad's coup, how­

ever, segments of the urban population remained vigorously opposed to 

the regime and to some of its socialist excesses. When this was so, 

Ba'thi rule remained "in danger of being erased from the political map 

in favour of conservative forces."26

It is to Asad's credit that he recognized this possibility and 

pulled Syria sharply to the center, if not to the right. Specifically, 

he brought more urban Sunnis Into the political decision-making process, 

gave non-Ba* this a nominal share of power in a so-called National Pro­

gressive Front of kindred socialist groups and communists, and hastened 

national parliamentary elections and the adoption of a new constitution. 

Furthermore, while not actually dismantling the public sector, Asad made 

substantial concessions to Syrian capitalists and considerably eased
27 restrictions on foreign investment. As a result, in the six years

28 after the coup, private investment within Syria increased tenfold.

Many businessmen who smuggled capital out of the country at the height 

of the nationalizations in the mid-1960s have returned to Syria after 

being granted amnesty. With justice, many would dispute whether the re­

gime can be called socialist at all now.

A remark made by the Minister of the Economy Indicates the extent 

of the changes associated with Asad's advent to power :
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A new middle class has grown up in the shadow of the Baathists. 
Because it was able to adapt itself to the system we installed, 
it has become richer and larger than the old owning class. y

In other words, the regime now receives the support of peasants, who 

have directly benefited from land redistribution, rural cooperatives, 

regularized and stabilized tenant rights, irrigation development, and 

rural public works construction, as well as the goodwill of this growing 

middle class, which feeds off the government’s vast demands for goods 

and services and busily "adapts itself" to the system the Ba’th in­

stalled .

While this balance is maintained, the regime is not seriously 

endangered. Both Asad and his moderate policies have been popular. The 

regime can still enjoy and capitalize on the kudos it won as a result of 

the military’s performance in the 1973 Arab-Israeli war. For now, 

Syria is united in a way that it has not been since independence. If 

there is a threat to the regime it is from the left, for many of the 

inequalities which the pre-1970 radical Ba’th zealously attacked have 

started to reappear. In the more affluent residential districts of 

Damascus, for example, average apartments rent for $1,000-1,500 per 
month; in less fashionable areas, they can command $800.^ The influx 

of 300,000 mostly Christian bourgeois refugees from Lebanon in recent 
31 months will doubtlessly exacerbate this situation. The regime has it­

self been accused of corruption. And, perhaps most important, Asad's 

relatively moderate posture towards Israel and his firm suppression of 

the Palestinians in Lebanon have aroused the left’s considerable ire.

In conclusion, the Ba’thi revolution was triggered by the inability 

of Syria’s traditional elite to solve the state’s major developmental 

problems. The nation-building impetus came from the periphery because it 
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had greater ability and motivation than the geographic core to create a 

strong central government, replace supra- and subnational allegiances 

with national ones, and reduce social and geographical inequalities of 

wealth, power, and opportunity. Syria is not unique in this cycle, 

because "as history shows, the periphery may in time rise up to destroy 
the selfish center and the self-sufficient fools who govern it."^2
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