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“We’ve been under siege for two and a half months in the 
youth dormitories in Ashrafiyeh. [Da’ash] stole the flour. Any 
backup that is sent to us is blocked from entering. Assad is in 
front of us and ISIS is behind us.” 
 

- A commander in the Aleppo Military Council  
January 2014. 
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Political Allegiances in Aleppo 
  

Summary of findings 
 
Our research found tremendous disillusionment with national political institutions in Aleppo. “No 
One” was the most common answer when residents were asked to name the legitimate 
representative of the Syrian people, accounting for nearly 40% of responses. As the map below 
shows, this answer spanned regime- and 
opposition-held neighborhoods in Aleppo. The 
Syrian regime accounted for 12.1% of 
responses, mostly in regime-held neighborhoods 
along the front line of the conflict. This suggests 
that residents of frontline neighborhoods have 
closed ranks behind the regime, who they 
believe to be protecting them in the face of a 
clear external threat. However, support for the 
regime was not monolithic: in areas away from 
the front lines there was more disillusionment or 
even anti-regime sentiment. The Syrian National 
Coalition (the “Etilaf”), or the Syrian national 
political opposition, received less than 2% of 
overall responses. Women were also more likely 
to support “No One” (49%) or the “Regime” 
(22.7%) than the average respondent. 
  
The regime may be better armed and resourced than the opposition in Aleppo, but its support 
base is deteriorating. In regime-held areas away from the front lines, between two and four in ten 
residents believed that the Assad regime is the “greatest threat to Syria.” These residents also 

reported some of the lowest income in Aleppo, 
shown here in a map that scores residents who 
report receiving salaries and humanitarian aid. 
Moreover, residents in this area were more 
likely to say that they trusted “no one” to 
resolve local disputes or crimes than anywhere 
else in the city. It is possible that the regime is 
aware of the growing frustrations of its 
residents. As noted in previous sections, Air 
Force Intelligence, the regime’s most feared 
intelligence agency, controls more 
neighborhoods than any other regime-
sponsored group (10 out of 22 regime-
controlled neighborhoods). More importantly, 

this agency mainly controls neighborhoods that fit the profile of discontent explained above, and as 
noted earlier residents in these neighborhoods report the most fear while crossing checkpoints. It 
is possible that the regime is primarily using the Air Force intelligence to suppress dissent in those 
regime-controlled neighborhoods in Aleppo that are the least loyal to the Syrian government.  

Map of Aleppo showing (in red) neighborhoods 
where 50% or more residents reported “no 
one” represented the Syrian people.!

Low reported income in 
regime-held areas 
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Political support in opposition-held Aleppo is widely anti-Assad but highly divided over the 
legitimacy of opposition groups fighting the regime. Residents in these areas overwhelmingly 
believe that the “Assad Regime” is the greatest threat to the Syrian people. But segments of the 
city are split between believing “No One,” “The Free Syrian Army” or the “Islamic Brigades” were 
the legitimate representative of the Syrian people. Of the three groups, Islamic Brigades rose the 
fastest in public support over the four months of study. 
 
While this research cannot definitely say why residents in one neighborhood support the regime or 
oppose it, the ability to geo-locate respondents creates a useful tool in evaluating competing 
hypotheses. By piecing together seemingly disparate information – receipt of salaries, support for 
political groups, organizational control of checkpoints – we can begin to build a richer picture of the 
dynamics of conflict and political support within Aleppo. 
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This section will address political allegiances in regime- and opposition-held Aleppo. It is divided 
into two parts: first, macro-level survey responses to three questions dealing with political 
allegiances; second, we examine specific neighborhoods in detail, comparing macro-level political 
allegiances with a list of groups providing security and basic services. The research may not 
provide definitive answers for why certain areas display political allegiance to one group over 
another, but it helps us disaggregate and geolocate critical survey data. This allows us to evaluate 
competing hypotheses by comparing our data to other sources, as well as provide an important 
baseline of political support for analysts, reporters, and researchers to look into further.  
  
1. Resident support for national political institutions  
 
What is the status of political institutions in Aleppo? 
Examining panel responses to survey questions dealing with political legitimacy, this section 
reviews the macro-level picture, highlights specific neighborhood responses, and analyzes how 
these responses changed over time. We will review the geographic and demographic breakdowns 
of three questions from our 560-resident survey, with the same panel of respondents polled 
monthly from Sept 2013 – Jan 2014. 
 

Survey Type Survey Question Variable Type  Response Options 
Resident 
Survey 

Who do you think is the 
greatest threat to Syria? 

Nominal Opposition groups, 
International countries, 
Islamic Brigades, the 
Assad regime, Other, All 
of the Above 

Resident 
Survey 

Who do you think is the 
legitimate representative of the 
Syrian people? 

Nominal The Assad regime, the 
Islamic Brigades, the 
Syrian Opposition 
Coalition (“Etilaf”), the 
Free Syrian Army, Other, 
No One 

Resident 
Survey 

When do you think the regime 
of Bashar al-Assad will fall? 

Interval Less than 6 months, 6-12 
months, 1-2 years, more 
than 2 years, forever 

 
Who do you think is the greatest threat to Syria? 

Question: Who do you think is the greatest threat to Syria? 
Rank Name Total % of 

Respondents 
Sept-Oct Oct-Nov Nov-Dec Dec-Jan 

1 The Syr ian 
Regime 

52.1% 47.8 53.3 52.6 54.8 

2 Internat ional 
Countr ies 

17% 20.1 15.9 15.9 16.3 

3 Is lamic 
Brigades 

9%  10 10.5 9.3 10.5 

4 Opposit ion 
Groups 

8.4% 8.7 8.6 8.4 6.8 

5 Al l  of the 
Above 

8.3% 8.1 7.3 8.2 6.3 

6  Other 5.2% 5.3 4.4 5.7 5.4 



!

Caerus Associates | Mapping Aleppo’s Conflict 66 

 
With the havoc it has wrought on Aleppo, via chemical weapons attacks, barrel bombs, and 
airstrikes targeting civilians, it would seem obvious that the Assad regime remains by far the 
greatest threat to Syria according to Aleppans. This is indeed the case based on survey 
responses, a pattern that became particularly pronounced in January 2014, when the regime 
ordered helicopters to drop TNT barrels loaded with ball bearings in opposition-held 
neighborhoods. During January 2014, Aleppo was the deadliest place in Syria. Aleppo residents 
responded by changing their political position against the Assad regime, while survey responses 
also reflected a slight rise in frustration with the international community (shown in the chart on the 
previous page).  
 
What is most interesting about this survey is that respondent frustration with the Assad regime 
spans regime- and opposition-held neighborhoods. This is shown in red (darkest color) in the 
progression of maps below. The map of January responses at far right also highlights where some 
neighborhoods were most intensively bombed by the regime. 
  

“The ‘Assad Regime’ is the greatest threat to security in Syria”  

 
Some regime-held neighborhoods are anti regime - why? 
Regime-held neighborhoods are not monolithic. Learning about neighborhoods that are anti-
regime will help us learn about the heterogeneity of 
resident opinion in regime-controlled Syria. What is 
interesting about the regime-held neighborhoods with 
anti-regime sentiment is that anti-regime survey responses 
are closely correlated with a lack of salaries. Note the pair 
of maps at right. Red (or darkly colored) neighborhoods in 
the map above right highlight neighborhoods in which 
50% or more respondents said that the “Assad regime” 
was the “greatest threat to Syria.” Note the correlation 
between anti-regime sentiment in regime-held Aleppo and 
neighborhoods that most report not receiving a monthly 
salary. The only neighborhoods in regime-held Aleppo that 
do not receive a salary are also the neighborhoods that 
are most anti-regime.  
 
Correlation does not, of course, indicate causation – it is 
possible that anti-regime sentiment is driven by lack of 
salaries, that the withholding or absence of salaries is a 
punishment for anti-regime sentiment, or that both indicators are responding to a common third 

Frustrations with the Syrian regime
in regime-held Aleppo!

Correspond with a lack of salaries
in only this part of regime-held areas!

January 2014!October 2013!

Anti-regime sentiment in 
regime-held Aleppo!

Growing anti-regime sentiment
in areas hit by barrel bombs
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variable. Whatever the cause, neighborhoods in regime-held areas might not be as supportive of 
the regime as outside observers might initially think. These neighborhoods, such as Tishrin and Nile 
Streets, Andalus, and New Shahba, are where some of Aleppo’s wealthiest residents live (for more 
on these neighborhoods, please see the “Annex”). While the relationship between these residents’ 
frustrations with the regime and their lack of economic opportunity will require greater study, this 
may be one of the constituencies within the so-called “moderate middle” in Syria. We suggest 
more focus on this particular group as it may help conflict mediators engage more effectively with 
key subpopulations who generally believe they are represented by neither side.  
 
Who do you think is the legitimate representative of the Syrian people? 

 
This question provides a baseline to assess political allegiances in Aleppo. Also, due to the 
popularity of “no one” as an answer, it gives some insight into the relative disillusionment of 
residents in different parts of Aleppo. By mapping survey responses from the chart above against 
areas in the city, we can derive five interesting conclusions.  
 
1. Less than 2% of Aleppo City residents believe the Syrian Coalition (“Etilaf”) represents the 

Syrian people; this lack of popularity was consistent in the city and across all periods of 
reporting. 
 

2. Approximately 40% of the city believes “No One” represents the Syrian people; this answer is 
increasingly prevalent in regime-held neighborhoods. This suggests that while the regime may 
be militarily superior that the opposition, its support 
base is deteriorating. See the map below, which 
shows the relative distribution of respondents who 
believed “No One” represented the Syrian people.  
 

3. Disillusioned residents in opposition-held Aleppo 
are turning to support the Islamic Brigades. 
Support for Islamic Brigades rose the most during 
the four-month survey, increasing nearly 5% from 
September-October 2013 to January 2014. This 
rise mostly came at the expense of residents in opposition-held areas who initially thought “No 
One” represented the Syrian people, indicating that these groups are gaining legitimacy 
without necessarily undermining that of other actors.  

 

Question: Who do you think is the legitimate representative of the Syrian people? 
Rank Name Total % of 

Respondents 
Sept-Oct, 
2013 

Oct-Nov, 
2013 

Nov-Dec, 
2013 

Dec 2013-
Jan, 2014 

1 No One 38.7% 40.8 39 38.6 36.6 
2 Is lamic 

Brigades 
26% 24.8 29.8 28.4 29.8 

3 The Free 
Syr ian Army 

21.3% 19.1 17.6 18.8 21.1 

4 The Assad 
Regime 

12.1% 12.1 12.3 12.5 11.4 

5 The “Et i laf” 1.4% 2.3 1 1.3 0.8 
6  Other 0.4% 1 0.3 0.3 0.1 

“No One” represents the Syrian people 
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4. Women are less likely than men to support the opposition. Though only 15% of those 
surveyed were women, they had a markedly different profile of support: 49% believed that “no 
one” represented the Syrian people (10% more than the average), and 22.8% believed that 
the “Assad regime” represented the Syrian people (also 10% more than average).  
 

5. Most of the 12.1% support for the Assad regime is concentrated in three neighborhoods 
along the front lines of the conflict: Suleimaniyeh/Jabriyeh/Feilat, Midan/Suleiman Halabi, and 
Aziziyeh/Baghdad Station/al-Tel. 

 
When do you think the regime of Bashar al-Assad will fall? 
There was little change in this question over the period of the study. After 45.4% said they “didn’t 
know” when Bashar al-Assad would fall, the remaining answers were distributed in an even, bell-
curve fashion. See bar chart at below, right. 
 

 
 

Geographic distribution of this question was also mixed. Every answer to this question was 
dispersed across the city, with one exception. Two neighborhoods together comprised a 
disproportionate number of all respondents who said that the Assad regime would “never” fall. 
These neighborhoods are under regime control on the frontlines of the city’s conflict and also show 
disproportionately high support for the regime “as the legitimate representative of the Syrian 
people.” This may suggest that it is unlikely that neighborhoods on the front lines will change sides 
without heavy fighting and, following that, suppression of dissent. Alternatively, it may suggest that 
residents of frontline neighborhoods have closed ranks behind the regime in the face of a clear 
external threat, whereas those in less threatened neighborhoods have less incentive to coalesce.  
 
2. Political Allegiances and Local Governance 
 
This section compares political allegiances to local governance. It examines three types of areas: 

1. Pro-opposition neighborhoods that show support for Islamic brigades; 
2. Pro-opposition neighborhoods that support the Free Syrian Army;41 and  
3. Regime-controlled neighborhoods that show anti-regime tendencies. 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
41 It is important to underscore in this section that Syrian civilians have a different perspective on “FSA” than the international 
community. The “FSA” in Syria is a more general term most often used to distinguish whether a brigade is “Syrian.” Those brigades that 
are generally comprised or led by foreigners are referred to as “Mujahideen,” or “Kataib Islamiya.”  It is this distinction, using the latter 
term, that we use in this report. For example, Liwa al-Tawhid has been termed “Salafist-leaning,” but people in Aleppo often refer to 
them as “Jaish al-Hurr” (“The Free [Syrian] Army”). 
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Question: When do you believe the 
regime of Bashar al-Assad will fall? 

Rank Answer Total % of 
Respondents 

1 Don’t Know 45.4% 
2 More than 2 

years  
14.8% 

3 1-2 Years  16.8% 
4 6 months – 1 

year 
11.2% 

5 Forever 6% 
6  Less than 6 

months 
5.7% 
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Who governs pro-Islamist neighborhoods? 
Neighborhoods highlighted in red (darkest color) in the 
map at right show the highest concentration of 
respondents who believe “Islamic Brigades” are the 
most legitimate representative of the Syrian people. 
The map highlights two key areas, each including three 
neighborhoods: 
 
The most pro-Islamist areas in Aleppo: 

 

Pro-Islamist Area 1. Helleck/Ain al-Tel, Sheikh 
Faris/Sheikh Khodr, and Bustan al-Basha 

 

Pro-Islamist Area 2. al-Asileh, Bab Maqam, al-Juloum/al-Ma’adi 
 
Looking at these neighborhoods more closely, we can identify which groups provided services, 
levels of security, and which groups were the strongest over a four-month period. When analyzed 
against the average in opposition-held Aleppo, we can begin to deduce what makes these 
neighborhoods the most pro-Islamist in the city. 
 
Pro-Islamist Area 1.  

Helleck/Ain al-Tel, Sheikh Faris/Sheikh Khodr, 
and Bustan al-Basha 

These three neighborhoods, the highest scoring in terms 
of support for Islamic Brigades, may have been coerced 
into supporting Islamist fighters. ISIS seized these three 
neighborhoods in October 2013 from Free Syrian Army 
brigades.42 Before then, from September-October, these 
neighborhoods were characterized by local legitimacy 
and inter-group cooperation. In Sheikh Faris/Sheikh 
Khodr, for example, two different brigades worked together to provide security services. In 
Helleck/Ain al-Tel, the strongest group in the neighborhood derived its strength, in part, from “local 
legitimacy,” according to our enumerators. But when ISIS took over the neighborhood, no other 
group has since provided security services. The ISIS monopoly over provision of security in this 
area thus preceded the subsequent emergence of widespread political support for ISIS in this area; 
this would tend to support the notion that “political support follows military strength” in civil war, 
rather than vice versa. 
 
 
 
 
 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
42 Those brigades were “Liwa al-Sultan Mohammed Fatah” in Helleck/Ain al-Tel, “Liwa Shuhuda’ Souriya” in Bustan al-Basha, and 
“Jabhat Shabab al-Souri” in Sheikh Faris/Sheikh Khodr  

1"
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Pro-Islamist Area 2.  

al-Asileh, Bab Maqam, al Juloum/al-Ma’adi 
These three neighborhoods are the second-highest 
scoring in terms of support for Islamic Brigades, but 
instead of ISIS, Islamist-leaning groups led by Liwa al-
Tawhid control the area. There is another major 
difference between Area 2 and Area 1: there are far 
fewer groups providing humanitarian services (e.g., relief 
assistance, community management, etc) in Area 2. 
Whereas on average there are ten groups providing services in Area 1, there is only an average of 
three groups in area two. This suggests that provision of security trumps provision of humanitarian 
and economic support as a means of generating political support. 
 
Who governs pro-FSA neighborhoods? 
Neighborhoods highlighted in red (darkest color) at 
right show the highest concentration of 
respondents who believe the “Free Syrian Army” is 
the most legitimate representative of the Syrian 
people. In the absence of statistically relevant 
support for the Etilaf, this map provides us with the 
closest insight into what support remains for a 
Syrian-led secular, pro-democracy opposition that 
could potentially receive assistance from the 
international community. There is one distinct pro-
FSA area in Aleppo, comprised of five neighborhoods. 
 
The most pro-FSA area in Aleppo: 
Pro-FSA Area 1.  al-Aajam, Bab Hadid/Qadi Askar/al-Ballat, al-Jadideh/al-Hamidiyeh, al-
Bayada/al-Suweiqa, al-Aqabeh/Souq al-Hal/Bab Hanin 
 
Looking at these five neighborhoods, we can identify which groups provided services, security, and 
which groups were the strongest over a four-month period. When analyzed against the average in 
opposition-held Aleppo, we can more concretely deduce what makes these neighborhoods pro-
FSA. 

 
Pro-FSA Area 1.  al-Aajam, Bab Hadid/Qadi Askar/al-
Ballat, al-Jadideh/al-Hamidiyeh, al-Bayada/al-
Suweiqa, al-Aqabeh/Souq al-Hal/Bab Hanin 
The five neighborhoods, marked by an asterisk at right, 
are the most pro-FSA neighborhoods in Aleppo. At first 
glance, the composition of armed groups that control 
these neighborhoods sheds little light on why these 
neighborhoods are more pro-FSA than elsewhere. 
Three of the five neighborhoods are controlled by Liwa 
al-Tawhid (which also controls one of the two most 
pro-Islamist neighborhoods mentioned previously). 
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FSA-affiliated brigades, including Liwa Ahrar Souriya, control the other two neighborhoods. 
Moreover, not only are there few groups providing basic services but the Aleppo Council is not 
present in several of these neighborhoods and there is influence of the Sharia Commission in one 
neighborhood (the westernmost Bab Hadid).  
 
Instead, what may help us distinguish pro-FSA neighborhoods from those more predisposed to 
supporting Islamist factions is the presence of cooperation between armed groups. All five 
neighborhoods that are most pro-opposition show extensive cooperation: over four months, the 
five neighborhoods collectively averaged more than two brigades providing security services.43 
Note the table below: 
 

Groups providing secur ity serv ices in the most pro-FSA area of Aleppo 
 Sept-Oct, 2013 Oct-Nov, 2013 Nov-Dec, 2013 Dec 2013-Jan 2014 

al-Aajam 

Badr Martyrs 
Brigade 

Badr Martyrs 
Brigade 

Sharia 
Commission Sharia Commission 

Ahrar Souriya Ahrar Souriya Ahrar Souriya Ahrar Souriya 

Bab Hadid/Qadi 
Askar/al-Ballat Ahrar Souriya Ahrar Souriya Ahrar Souriya Ahrar Souriya 

al-Jadideh/al-
Hamidiyeh 

Liwa al-Tawhid Liwa al-Tawhid Liwa al-Tawhid Liwa al-Tawhid 
Ahrar Souriya Ahrar Souriya Ahrar Souriya Ahrar Souriya 
Regime Forces Regime Forces Regime Forces Regime Forces 

al-Bayada/al-
Suweiqa 

Liwa al-Tawhid Liwa al-Tawhid Liwa al-Tawhid Liwa al-Tawhid 
Badr Martyrs 
Brigade 

Badr Martyrs 
Brigade 

Badr Martyrs 
Brigade Badr Martyrs Brigade 

Independent 
Brigades 

Independent 
Brigades N/A N/A 

al-Aqabeh/Souq al-
Hal/Bab Hanin 

Liwa al-Tawhid Liwa al-Tawhid Liwa al-Tawhid Liwa al-Tawhid 
Liwa al-Ansar Liwa al-Ansar Liwa al-Ansar Liwa al-Ansar 

 
So might neighborhoods in which armed groups cooperate tend to support the FSA? Three 
possible hypotheses: 
 

1. Civilians support the secular opposition when they see armed groups cooperating for a 
common cause.  Where there is regular infighting among opposition groups, civilians may 
support whichever group they see as operating most effectively in their interest, especially 
in the provision of local security. Where such infighting is absent, civilians may be more 
open to supporting non-military groups. 
 

2. When armed groups in a given district cooperate, that district becomes less vulnerable to 
takeover from Salafist groups like ISIS. As with the disappearance of local brigades in 
Aleppo, areas across Syria that have been liberated longest tend to be plagued by 
infighting. By developing good habits of cooperation, smaller armed groups like Ahrar 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
43 Though the data does not discriminate between competing groups providing security services and those that cooperate, we know 
through context that the groups listed above work together.  
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Souriya may be able to protect themselves against Salafist takeover through the existence 
of virtual coalitions. 
 

3. These groups are cooperating because they are fighting on the front lines in the city and 
don’t have time for infighting. As in other civil wars and insurgencies, communities tend to 
coalesce politically in the face of a common external threat, while falling into infighting when 
that threat is removed. This is common in Syria: civilian-military cooperation is often 
strongest at the front lines.  

 
The current data offer no single clear answer, but these three factors are likely interrelated: civilians 
may support the Free Syrian Army brigades fighting in central Aleppo because they cooperate, 
which also protects these districts from Islamist incursions, and these groups cooperate most likely 
because they face a common enemy.  
 
Who governs the most anti-regime neighborhoods in regime-controlled Aleppo? 
Neighborhoods outlined in black at right show the 
highest concentration of respondents in regime-held 
Aleppo who believe the “Assad Regime” is the 
greatest threat to the Syrian people.” This pattern 
remains consistent across all four periods of reporting.  
 
Two factors characterize this area, as noted from 
reporting in previous sections: 
 

1. This area receives the least amount of salaries 
of any area in regime-held Aleppo; 

2. Residents in some regime-held areas do 
not trust anyone to resolve their 
disputes. When asked “Where do 
people turn to settle their disputes, or in 
the event of a crime or theft?” the area 
shown in the map at right was the only 
place in the city to consistently answer 
“No One.” See the map at right – 
neighborhoods in red or orange are 
where the highest concentration of 
respondents said they trust “No One.”   

 
The regime seems to be aware of resident 
frustrations in this area. It has deployed its Air Force 
Intelligence, the most powerful and loyal intelligence 
agency in the country, to guard these 
neighborhoods. As one activist explained, “When 
you are taken by the Air Force Intelligence, you do 
not expect to see your family again.” As can be seen 
from the map at left, the neighborhoods controlled 
by the Air Force Intelligence overlap almost Neighborhoods controlled 

 by Air Force Intelligence 

1"

Residents trust “No One’ to 
resolve crimes or disputes.  
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scompletely with the areas that are most anti-regime. 
 
Alongside the previous two questions, responses suggested that provision of effective security to 
local populations correlates closely with (and predates) the emergence of political support for the 
dominant group in a given area. This pattern of support suggests that—perhaps second only to 
security—the provision of a system that facilitates dispute resolution, mediation, and enforcement 
of community norms (a normative system akin to “rule of law”) is a key driver of popular support. In 
areas where such a system is lacking, but a single group dominates security provision, residents 
seem to support that group with varying but significant degrees of reluctance. 

  
3. Conclusion 
 
We can draw three conclusions from this section of our report. First, the regime is losing popular 
support but remains well-informed and responsive. It deploys a spectrum of coercive, 
administrative and persuasive means to maintain order in unfriendly neighborhoods and to 
generate popular support among residents on the front lines. Second, the democratic opposition 
to the regime succeeds when armed groups cooperate; where such cooperation is lacking, ISIS 
tends to divide-and-rule, takes over neighborhoods where local armed groups fail, and then 
coerces residents into supporting it. Third, geo-located opinion surveys and enumerator-answered 
observable reports are not a panacea: they show where to look, but cannot provide the necessarily 
detailed local context to answer why each area behaves the way it does. Still, this research allows 
us to disaggregate and geolocate critical information to evaluate competing hypotheses. Not only 
does this section indicate the need for persistent, detailed reporting, but also, in failing to answer 
why certain neighborhoods are pro-Islamist, it highlights the need for qualitative ‘eyes-on-the-
street’ reporting. These conclusions are not specific to Aleppo – all three can be applied to issues 
across Syria.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
  


