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Introduction

Syria has been at the center of world news since March 2011, following the 
beginning of a popu lar uprising in the country and its violent repression. 
The Syrian civil war evolved increasingly over the years into a war involving 
multiple local, regional, and international actors. The majority of observers 
and scholars have analyzed the Syrian conflagration through a geopo liti cal 
lens or in sectarian terms, equating religious communities with po liti cal 
positions and in both viewpoints ignoring the po liti cal and socioeconomic 
dynamics at the root of the conflict.

This book views the origins and developments of the Syrian uprising 
that began in March 2011 as a part of wider popu lar uprisings in the  Middle 
East and North Africa (MENA).  These events and pro cesses are the result 
of the confluence and mutual reinforcement of vari ous sites of dissatisfac-
tion, strug gle, and popu lar mobilization.  These  battles are intertwined and 
have enabled diff er ent sectors of  these socie ties to join forces in rebelling 
against authoritarian and corrupt regimes, which are deemed responsible 
for the continual deepening of the social crisis.

Although the war is not finished and some territories  were still outside 
the domination of the regime at the beginning of 2019, the regime’s sur-
vival and maintenance was nearly achieved, despite being significantly 
weakened and having impor tant internal contradictions. This book aims to 
look at the reasons and roots of the resilience of the Bashar al- Assad regime.

What is the nature of the regime built by the Assad  family? Who  were 
the actors involved in the uprising, and how did they or ga nize themselves? 
How did the regime react to repress the protest movement? Was the oppo-
sition able to pre sent a credible alternative to the regime? What was the 
role of Islamic fundamentalist and jihadist movements? How did regional 
and international interventions influence the uprising in Syria? What  were 
the reasons  behind the development of a peaceful uprising into an armed 
civil war with regional and international components? We start this analy sis 
from the internal dynamics specific to Syria and put them into a compre-
hensive framework, which includes regional trends and international issues. 
 These questions are intrinsically linked.

Activists from Syria have also asked themselves  these questions. In a 
2015 study led by the nongovernmental organ ization (NGO) Dawlaty that 
included 139 nonviolent activists, one of the “several  factors that led to the 
creation of gaps within the non- violent movement, which opened the door 
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for militarization and increased suspicion of the movement by some parts 
of Syrian society” was notably the fact that

activists suffered from the impression that the Syrian regime would fall 
quickly, just like Mubarak’s in Egypt and Bin Ali’s in Tunisia … When 
the regime showed that it was not  going anywhere anytime soon, the 
prob lem of flight, withdrawal, and resorting to militarization emerged. 
The Libyan revolution, with its international intervention, became an 
attractive model for some . . . (Dawlaty 2015: 18)

We  will see that the challenges faced by the initial large and inclusive 
protest movement in Syria had the capacity from the outset to provide an 
alternative to the Assad regime. We  will also analyze the reactions and 
adaptations of the Syrian regime in order to repress the popu lar movement.

To analyze the resilience of the regime, I  will address first the nature of 
the uprising in depth, taking into account its main economic, social, and 
po liti cal characteristics in a local and international arena and on a longue 
durée perspective. We examine the origins and key developments of  these 
events by attempting to reconstruct the stages of their development. This 
 will be done in connection with an analy sis of societal changes that influ-
enced Syria’s core classes, ethnic and religious minorities, and vari ous groups 
with diverse interests, without neglecting the regional and international po-
liti cal arena. This study is inspired by a historical, materialist approach that 
begins by studying Syrian society and its transformations in order to analyze 
and explain events. In  doing so, it  will also consider external  factors that 
favored the outbreak of protests, such as the overthrow of Tunisian and 
Egyptian dictators. This approach  will take into consideration the impact 
of vari ous economic policies— which have been implemented over de cades, 
particularly since the 1960s—on economic and social spheres, as well as 
their impact on the Syrian class structure, as well as on the country’s mul-
tisectarian and multiethnic mosaic.

It is impossible to understand the Syrian uprising or the regime’s reac-
tion without a historical perspective and approach dating back to the seizure 
of power by Hafez al- Assad in 1970. We  will analyze the regime estab-
lished  under Hafez al- Assad and its evolutions  under his son Bashar 
al- Assad, who succeeded him in 2000.

Three key theoretical arguments are advanced in the following discus-
sion. The first concerns the shifting terrain of class and state formation in 
Syria since the rise to power of Hafez al- Assad— the beginning of the era 
of economic opening— and its relationship to the po liti cal practice of the 
state. While neoliberal policies led to an impoverishment of significant parts 
of Syrian society, they have also helped enrich a layer of the country’s 
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business community from vari ous religious sects, from or closely connected 
to the ruling elite. The po liti cal practice of the state became increasingly 
responsive to the concerns of this layer, to which it holds close social, po-
liti cal, and financial ties. This was reflected by its economic policies, as well 
as its repressive be hav ior and attitude  toward opposition members and sec-
tions of the bourgeoisie not linked to the state.

The second theoretical argument concerns the ways in which Syria 
evolved in a par tic u lar regional context, which had consequences on the 
uprising. I draw upon materialist analyses of imperialism to show how the 
intervention of foreign actors influenced the nature of the uprising and dy-
namics regarding the Syrian state.

Fi nally, we tackle the issue of sectarianism and its dynamics in order to 
explain its role in the uprising. Vari ous local and regional actors involved in 
the uprising have used sectarian policies to mobilize popu lar constituen-
cies and as a tool to reach their objectives.

Structure of the book

This work is or ga nized into seven chapters. Chapter 1 tackles the roots of 
the authoritarian and patrimonial1 state established with Hafez al- Assad’s 
seizure of power in 1970. Next, the transition period following the death of 

1  Ele ments of understanding can be found in the patrimonial nature of the regime’s apparatus in 
Syria according to Gilbert Achcar (2013), in which the centers of power (politics, the military, 
and the economy) within the regime  were concentrated in one  family and its clique (namely, the 
Assads), similar to Libya or the Gulf monarchies. Thus, the regime was pushed to use all the 
vio lence at its disposition to protect its rule. He described the patrimonial state in the traditional 
Weberian definition as an absolute autocratic and hereditary power, which can function through 
a collegial environment (i.e., parents and friends) and that owns the state: its armed force, dom-
inated by a praetorian guard (a force whose allegiance goes to the rulers, not to the state), 
economic means, and administration. In this type of regime, it is a type of crony capitalism that 
develops, dominated by a state bourgeoisie. In other words, the members and  people close to the 
ruling families often exploit their dominant position guaranteed by the po liti cal power to amass 
considerable fortunes.

In addition to the patrimonial nature of the state, and reinforcing this pattern, was the 
rentier characteristic of many of the states of the region, including Syria. Rent is defined as a 
regular revenue that is not generated by the work carried out or commissioned by the beneficiary. 
Therefore, most of the patrimonial states in the MENA region are generally characterized by a 
deeply corrupt, trilateral “power elite,” as explained by Achcar (2016: 7) as follows:

[A] triangle of power constituted by the interlocking pinnacles of the military apparatus 
the po liti cal institutions and po liti cally determined cap i tal ist class (a state bourgeoisie), 
all three bent on fiercely defending their access to state power, the main source of their 
privileges and profits.
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Hafez al- Assad and the arrival to power of Bashar al- Assad is analyzed. 
During Bashar’s era, Syria experienced the reinforcement of the patrimo-
nial nature of the state in the hands of the Assad  family, through its neoliberal 
policies, and the replacement of sections of the old guard by relatives or 
close individuals of the new ruler. The socioeconomic consequences of ne-
oliberal policies are also observed throughout the reigns of the two 
dictators.

In Chapter 2, the nature and dynamics of the actors in the protest move-
ment during the first years of the uprising, and then in the subsequent 
militarization, are analyzed. The situation of near- dual power, or at least a 
potential alternative to the regime created by the deepening of the revolu-
tionary pro cess and the establishment and expansion of local councils 
managing affairs locally, is studied. The inclusive message and be hav ior of 
the majority of local opposition organ izations and committees  were the most 
feared threat by the regime, which characterized the protest movement as 
a foreign conspiracy led by “extremist terrorists” and “armed gangs.” The 
gradual escalation of vio lence and repression by the regime’s forces led to 
the defections of increasing numbers of soldiers and officers, as well as ci-
vilians taking up arms. This resulted in the establishment of the  Free Syrian 
Army (FSA). The FSA was first characterized by its plurality among its 
numerous groups, which expanded throughout 2011 and 2012. The dy-
namics of the FSA’s networks evolved as a result of the regime’s harsh 
repression and the networks’ division, as well as the latter’s lack of or ga-
nized support. Fi nally, the gradual pro cess of marginalization of FSA 
networks is examined, occurring notably  because of their increasing de-
pendence on foreign governments, absence of any form of centralization to 
coordinate more effectively, and competent and rooted po liti cal leadership 
that can unite the vari ous armed components of the opposition around a 
specific po liti cal program.

Chapter 3 addresses the mobilization of the regime’s popu lar base to 
support repression, especially the roles of crony cap i tal ists and security ser-
vices. Damascus officials used sectarian, tribal, and clientelist connections 
to quell the protests. Vari ous strategies of repression and vio lence are ana-
lyzed. Through providing state ser vices and employment, the regime also 
produced a form of dependence on the part of large sections of the popula-
tion, particularly against the background of the deepening war and acute 
socioeconomic crisis. At the same time, Damascus showed flexibility  toward 
some regions that  were generally more supportive of the regime by pro-
viding them with more autonomy, or at least more po liti cal space to their 
local populations.

Chapter 4 looks at the failure of the opposition in exile to constitute a 
credible, demo cratic, and inclusive alternative that could express the 
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demands of the protest movement. Divisions fomented by a number of 
foreign actors progressively marginalized the vari ous bodies of the opposi-
tion in exile. The subsequent rise of Islamic fundamentalist and jihadist 
movements was linked to the weakening and division of FSA networks 
and  those of civilian and demo cratic groups and activists, and the inclusive 
message of the uprising lost its appeal among some sections of the Syrian 
population. The role of first the regime, and then of foreign actors, in the 
expansion of Islamic fundamentalist and jihadist movements is explored in 
detail, along with the role played by some FSA networks’ corrupt be hav ior 
and the failure of the vari ous states claiming to support the uprising to 
assist it financially, militarily, and po liti cally. The intervention of regional 
states claiming to support the uprising only deepened the divisions within 
the po liti cal and armed opposition groups.

In Chapter 5, the involvement of the Kurdish population and Kurdish 
po liti cal groups in the uprising is examined. Large swaths of Kurdish youth 
fought alongside other sectors of the Syrian  people against the regime in 
the uprising through the establishment of local coordination committees, 
while Kurdish po liti cal parties, with few exceptions,  were initially unready 
to engage with the protest movement. Throughout the uprising, the coop-
eration between the Arab and Kurdish coordination committees and youth 
 either ceased or was very much diminished. The reasons for this  were prin-
cipally rooted in the actions of the main representatives of Syrian Arab 
opposition in exile, rejecting the national demands of Kurdish po liti cal 
parties. Furthermore, the increasing influence of the Demo cratic Union 
Party (known by its acronym PYD,  because in Kurdish, its name is Partiya 
Yekîtiya Demokrat), with the blessing of the Assad regime, on the Kurdish 
po liti cal scene in Syria increasingly marginalized the links with other sec-
tions of the opposition and the wider uprising. The rest of the chapter 
concentrates on the rise of the PYD, its clashes with vari ous armed oppo-
sition forces, and fi nally the establishment of the Rojava (which means “the 
West” in Kurdish) self- administered region  under its authority.

In Chapter  6, the internationalization of the Syrian uprising and the 
interventions, direct or indirect, of vari ous international and regional actors 
are examined. The massive involvement of Damascus’s allies Rus sia, Iran, 
and Hez bollah, as well as its po liti cal consequences,  will be described in 
detail. The Syrian regime’s increasing dependence on Rus sia and Iran made 
it more inclined to accept their po liti cal, economic, and cultural influence. 
On the other hand, the policies of the so- called friends of Syria (the Gulf 
Monarchies, Turkey, and Western states)  will be analyzed. The question 
of the willingness of the United States and other Western countries to in-
tervene in Syria to overthrow the regime is explored, while the Gulf 
Monarchies’ and Turkey’s po liti cal proj ects are characterized by competition 
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and lack of unity. The establishment of a so- called caliphate by the Islamic 
State (IS) had consequences on the priorities of Western countries  toward 
Syria, which increasingly concentrated on the war on terror in Syria, rather 
than support for the opposition. Meanwhile, the establishment and expan-
sion in Kurdish- inhabited regions of the PYD also progressively changed 
the Turkish government’s orientation in the conflict. The Gulf Monarchies 
 were increasingly challenged by other  factors, such as Saudi Arabia’s mili-
tary intervention in Yemen since spring 2015 and tensions that exist between 
Qatar and Saudi Arabia due to their divergent policies during the uprisings.

In Chapter 7, we first focus on the  human and socioeconomic conse-
quences of the war. The expansion of the war economy permitted the rise 
of new economic actors linked to the regime. Fi nally, we look at recon-
struction as a major proj ect embarked upon by the regime and crony 
cap i tal ists in order to consolidate their po liti cal and economic power, as 
they reward foreign allies for their assistance with a share of the market. 
Reconstruction, however, faced several internal and external challenges for 
the  future.

Geography and demography of Syria

Syria had a population of around 24 million  people prior to the uprising in 
the beginning of 2011. About 56  percent of the population was urban by 
2010, with an annual growth rate of nearly 2.5 to 3   percent in the years 
prior to the uprising (Nasser and Zaki Mehchy 2012: 3; World Bank Group 
2017: 21). In 2011, 58  percent of the population in Syria was constituted of 
 people below the age of 24 years (IFAD 2011).

Arab Sunni Muslims comprised between 65 and 70  percent of the total 
population, while the remainder was split among vari ous Islamic minori-
ties, including Alawites (10–12   percent), Druze (1–3   percent), Shias 
(0.5  percent), and Ismailis (1–2  percent); vari ous Christian denominations 
(between 5 and 10  percent); and ethnic minorities, including Kurds (between 
8 and 15   percent), Armenians (0.5   percent), Assyrians (between 1 and 
3  percent), Turkmens (between 1 and 4  percent), and other groups.

Impor tant foreign populations also exist, especially Iraqis and Palestinians 
prior to the uprising. Around 500,000 Palestinian refugees  were registered 
in Syria in 2011, and between 1.2 and 1.5 million Iraqi refugees from the 
U.S.- led invasion of Iraq in 2003 resided in Syria (UNRWA 2011; World 
Bank 2017: 13).
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1. The Construction of a 
Patrimonial Regime

Introduction

Traditional large landowners and merchants dominated Syria  until the 
1960s. Following in de pen dence in 1946, nationalist and leftist forces  were 
growing and increasingly challenging the ruling classes of the country. The 
rise of Arab nationalism, including the Ba’th Party, led to the unity of Syria 
and Egypt between 1958 and 1961 with the creation of the United Arab 
Republic (UAR). The coup of 1961, resulting in the end of the UAR, was 
only a short setback before the domination of the po liti cal and economic 
elite of Syria was completely undermined. The Arab nationalist military 
coup d’état in 1963, dominated by Ba’thist ele ments, and successive policies 
 until 1970 achieved significant populist socioeconomic gains. The rise to 
power of the Ba’th Party following the 1963 coup marked the end of the 
po liti cal dominance of the urban bourgeoisie, drawn predominantly from 
the Arab and Sunni Muslim populations of the country, and inaugurated a 
new era in which the new regime was dominated by social forces from the 
rural and peripheral areas and by religious minorities, notably the Alawis, 
Druze, and Isma’ilis (Haddad 2012a: XIV).

The arrival to power of Hafez al- Assad in 1970 marked the beginning of 
the building of a patrimonial state and of violent waves of repression against 
all forms of dissent within the Syrian po liti cal scene, from Islamic move-
ments to nationalist, leftist, and liberal organ izations. When Hafez al- Assad 
passed away in June 2000, his son Bashar succeeded him. A few hours  after 
the announcement of the elder Assad’s death, the Syrian parliament reduced 
the minimum age for the presidency from 40 to 34, thereby permitting 
Bashar to occupy this position “legally.” Within a month and a half, a ref-
erendum had been or ga nized, and he was elected with an official 97.3  percent 
of the vote (Perthes 2004: 7). Sa’ad Eddin Ibrahim’s reference to Syria as 
Jumlukiya, which combined the Arabic words for “republic” ( jumhuriya) and 
“monarchy” (malikiya), described this pro cess very well (as cited in Stacher 
2011: 198).
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2 / syria after the uprisings

Hafez al- Assad (1970–2000): The roots of the 
patrimonial regime

Hafez al- Assad became president in a referendum in 1971, and from that 
point, he built a po liti cal system around himself in which powers  were con-
centrated in his hands. The sphere of control of the state and its hold over 
society developed considerably; new institutions  were established and ex-
isting ones transformed so as to conform to the emerging hierarchical and 
despotic structure.

Al- Assad built a strong regime through a neopatrimonial strategy that 
concentrated power in a presidential monarchy bolstered by his bloc of Alawi 
military men, in which we can find many of his  family members com-
manding the top of the army and security forces. This patrimonial core was 
connected to society through bureaucratic and party populist corporatist 
institutions that went past sectarian and urban/rural divisions, integrating 
a constituency that cut through the  middle class and the peasantry and 
represented the interests of a sizable regime co ali tion (Hinnebusch 2012: 
97).

From the 1970s, Assad built a close network of associates to consolidate 
his regime. Members of Assad’s own  family and clan, and from the Alawi 
sect, had a comparative advantage in this re spect. Out of 31 officers ap-
pointed by Hafez al- Assad to lead the Syrian armed forces between 1970 
and 1997, no fewer than 19 (61.3  percent)  were Alawi, of which eight  were 
from his own tribe and four  others from his wife’s tribe (Batatu 1981: 331). 
All military units, as well as most security ser vices,  were  under the command 
of Alawi loyalists from the president’s own tribal and regional background 
(Perthes 1995: 181). Many Alawis from the dakhel (“hinterland”; i.e., the 
Homs- Hama region), considered then, and still did on the eve of the up-
rising in 2011, that the security ser vices  were managed and dominated by 
coastal Alawis and that urbanized Dakhel Alawi lacked the po liti cal con-
nections of the coastal ones. Similar complaints could be heard in the army. 
To reach a high rank and influential position, one needed to be from a par-
tic u lar clan (Khaddour 2013a: 12; Goldsmith 2015a: 151–153). The differences 
between  these two groups diminished with the development of the armed 
conflict in the country  after 2011, with the strengthening of a sense of shared 
group affiliation and restored social cohesion across the Alawi population 
as a  whole (Khaddour 2013a: 12), although without eliminating the socio-
economic disparities and diversity within it.

Palestinian researcher Hanna Batatu (1998: 215–226) argued that the 
increasing sectarian tensions in Syria in the 1970s, against the backdrop 
of  the rising conflict between Islamic fundamentalist movements and 
the Assad regime and Syria’s intervention in Lebanon, increased Assad’s 
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de pen dency on his kinsmen for po liti cal survival and thus strengthened 
the Alawi identity of the regime. The “Alawitization” of the officer corps 
was particularly reinforced  after the 1979 attack on Alawi cadets in Aleppo’s 
school of artillery by Islamic militants, and even more so, following the 
Hama massacre in 1982, as discussed  later in this chapter (Seale 1988: 329; 
Van Dam 2011: 98–102). Since the early 1980s, Alawis dominated command 
positions in the armed forces. Sectarian repre sen ta tion was especially as-
cendant in the Republican Guard, the fourth Armored Division, the Air 
Force Intelligence, and the Military Security, all of which  were critical for 
regime survival (Bou Nassif 2015: 7–9). Recruitment for employment in 
the state sector was another instrument by which the regime linked itself 
to the Alawi population, massively targeting Alawi from rural areas who 
 were the principal beneficiaries of public sector expansion.

Dissident voices within the Alawi population  were eliminated. Assad 
targeted pos si ble Alawi military challengers to his rule, as well as  those 
who had relations with the Sunni Damascene bourgeoisie, including General 
Muhammad Omran, assassinated in Lebanon in 1971. Salah Jadid, who 
had ruled Syria from 1966 to 1970, was also imprisoned from 1970  until his 
death in 1993.

The Alawi population did not benefit disproportionately from economic 
policies favoring them against other populations, according to Alasdayr 
Drysdale’s analy sis (1981: 109). The Ba’thist regime’s commitment to reducing 
regional and urban inequalities improved life in the countryside through 
comprehensive land reform, extensive irrigation and land reclamation proj-
ects, and the establishment of cooperatives and new factories. Alawi who 
lived in the highlands complained that the bulk of peasants in their areas 
 were destitute and still depended on erratic weather conditions for tillage 
(Batatu 1998: 341).

More generally, the Assad regime tried to minimize all vis i ble signs of 
Alawi religiosity and promoted assimilation into the Sunni mainstream. 
Bashar and Hafez al- Assad both performed public prayers in Sunni mosques, 
while Sunni mosques  were built throughout Alawi majority‒populated 
areas. They promoted a policy of “Islamizing” the Alawis (Hinnebush 1996: 
211). The regime prohibited any form of civil repre sen ta tion to establish a 
Higher Alawi Supreme Council and did not refer publicly to the Alawi 
religion. For example, the Alawis follow the same religious laws as the Sunni 
community regarding the law of personal status (marriage, divorce, inher-
itance,  etc. …) and receive a Sunni religious education in schools, media, 
and public institutions, just as other Islamic minorities do, except the Druze 
community (Syria Exposed 2005; Said, 2012; Wimmen 2017: 73).

Sunni high leaders also held impor tant posts in the elder Assad’s regime, 
including Chief of Staff Hikmat al- Shihabi, Minister of Defense Mustafa 
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Tlass, Vice President Abd Halim Khaddam, and all the prime ministers 
during his rule.  These and other Sunni members of the president’s inner 
circle had not secured their positions as representatives of the Sunni ma-
jority, but rather  because they  were longtime loyal followers of Assad 
(Perthes 1995: 182). Sunnis  were pre sent at all levels of state institutions. 
Significant numbers of urban Sunnis, mainly from Damascus,  were coopted 
into the top ranks of the party, and many nonparty technocrats  were incor-
porated into the government (Hinnebush 2001: 83). That said, all  these 
personalities, except Rif ’at al- Assad (the  brother of Hafez)  until his exile, 
drew their authority and strength from Hafez al- Assad and had no or very 
 little power base of their own. The center of decision- making remained ul-
timately with the president (Batatu 1981: 332).

Ba’th and corporatist organ izations

According to Syria’s 1973 constitution, the Ba’th was the leading party in 
the Syrian state and society. However, it lost all of its ideological creden-
tials with the arrival to power of Hafez al- Assad, who transformed it into 
an instrument of social control and of mobilization for the president (Perthes 
1995: 154). The party saw the end of internal elections and their replace-
ment by a top- down system, while ele ments opposing the regime policies 
 were repressed (Seurat 2012: 59).

The post-1970s period was characterized by mass enrollment in the party 
with the objective to broaden the popu lar base, even admitting former 
Muslim Brotherhood (MB) members and rural notables (Perthes 1995: 
155), and the use of the party as the main instrument for extending the 
regime’s control over society. From a total party membership of 65,398 in 
1971, it  rose to 1,008,243 by June 1992 (Batatu 1998: 174). The party was 
transformed into a framework for clientelism; ideology was substituted for 
patronage as the dominant cement of the regime, and the party was a major 
front of it (Hinnebush 1990: 166). This transformation can be extended to 
other state institutions too:

Assad is an organ ization man, mistrustful of the masses and of revo-
lutionary adventures. He relies on the large power structure of the 
country: the armed forces, the bureaucracy, the Ba’th party, and the 
public sector— perhaps in that order.  These instruments are used to 
control, preempt, and police, not to mobilize. (Richards and Waterbury 
1990: 201)

The party, however, maintained an enduring purpose in connecting the 
regime and its constituency. First, it still performed individual interest 
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articulation, negotiating with the bureaucracy to rectify constituent com-
plaints, to place clients in jobs, and usually to smooth the decrepit functioning 
of the bureaucratic state. Second, the party sustained its policies of recruiting 
popu lar ele ments into the elite (Hinnebush 2001: 82–83).

The use of popu lar corporatist organ izations also increased considerably. 
Following the 1970 coup, the trade  unions  were progressively denatured in 
order to assist the regime rather than defending working class interests. 
The 1972 conference of the General Federation of Trade Unions (GFTU) 
characterized the role of the  unions in the Ba’thist state as “po liti cal” (Perthes 
1995: 174); in other words, it abdicated any in de pen dent and autonomous 
po liti cal role for the  unions and subordinated any material demand to a 
higher imperative: to increase production (Longuenesse 1980). The major 
po liti cal role of the GFTU evolved  toward mobilizing their membership 
for constant productive efforts and to build support for regime policies 
among the working class. GFTU, however, continued to play a notable 
social role for the benefit of its membership and other segments of the pop-
ulation by providing some ser vices, usually  free or comparatively cheaper 
than other institutions, especially in the field of public health (Perthes 
1995: 174–176).

The number of members in peasants’  unions increased considerably. In 
1972, their numbers reached 213,000, or 40  percent of the rural workforce. 
 After 1973 and near the end of the agricultural reform program, the energy 
of the peasants was now channeled  toward production rather than their 
own economic and po liti cal interests (Metral 1980). The Peasant Union 
and cooperatives increasingly served the interests of their wealthier members 
(represented by peasants with medium- sized holdings), whereas rural, land-
less peasants and small landholders  were left without any organ izations 
defending their interests. Thanks to their position in the cooperatives, the 
Peasant Union and the party,  middle class peasants became the leading 
class in the countryside po liti cally, without entering its wealthiest stratum 
(Perthes 1995: 87).

Selective and progressive liberalization

 Under the new regime, good relations with conservative Arab and Western 
states  were encouraged, while the private sector was pushed to play a larger 
role in the economy and foreign capital was invited as investments in the 
country. The regime started a pro cess of winning the  favor and support of 
the private sector by implementing vari ous economic liberalization mea-
sures directly  after the coup. The private- sector contribution to gross 
domestic product (GDP) growth  rose from 30   percent in the 1960s to 
37  percent in 1980 (Seifan 2013: 4), while throughout the 1970s, private 
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investments grew faster than  those of the public sector (Perthes 1995: 51). 
However, this controlled economic infitah did not challenge the predomi-
nant role of the state and public sector as the main pillars of the economy 
(Matar 2015: 19).

The early 1980s marked the beginning of the fiscal crisis that erupted in 
1986. Real gross national product (GNP) had diminished by about 20  percent 
by the end of the de cade (Perthes 1992b: 210). As the regime fell short of 
revenue, it responded through austerity mea sures and progressive, although 
 limited, privatization and liberalization.

The regime’s strategy regarding economic liberalization was to expand 
and shift its patronage networks progressively to the private sector, while 
controlling access to resources and the market to restrict and limit privati-
zation to selected members and organ izations. Thanks to this close 
intertwining of public with private interests, the state became a machine 
for the accumulation of considerable resources, enriching the close circles 
of Assad, his  family, and his most faithful lieutenants in par tic u lar. The 
informal networks and nepotism, which bound the vari ous sectors of the 
state to the business community, multiplied, giving birth to a new class of 
bourgeois rentiers. This “new class” was connected to all sorts of business 
with the state. In wealth and influence, they soon surpassed the country’s 
mainly petit bourgeois trade sector and remnant of the old pre- Ba’th, com-
mercial bourgeoisie (Perthes 1992b: 214).

A new push for liberalization of the economy was made in 1991, devel-
oped  under a pro cess of reforms called al- ta’addudiyya al- iqtisadiyya 
(“economic pluralism”), which officially acknowledged the role of the private 
sector alongside the public sector. The symbol of the new liberalization pro-
cess was Decree No. 10, 1991 (Haddad 2012a: 7). This investment law 
decree was intended to promote and encourage national and foreign 
private investment in sectors of activity that previously had been  under 
the mono poly of the public sector (Perthes 1995: 58; Marzouq 2013: 39). 
The private sector, which represented about 35   percent of gross fixed 
capital formation between 1970 and 1985, increased to 66  percent in 1994 
(Hinnebush 1997: 261).

The distribution of investment proj ects by economic sector licensed  under 
Law No. 10 during 1991–2005 did not serve its initial purpose to boost 
productive sectors of the economy: 60   percent in transport proj ects, 
37   percent in industrial proj ects, and 3   percent in agricultural proj ects 
(Matar 2015: 123). This law served the interests of the new class, organi-
cally linked to the state, which needed to invest its wealth in the vari ous 
sectors of the economy. Decree No. 10 thus constituted the springboard by 
means of which the vari ous networks of businessmen in the country  were 
able to launder its accrued income (Haddad 2012a: XIV). The share of 
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salaries and wages in the GDP diminished considerably, reaching 40  percent 
in 2004, while rents and profits represented approximately 60   percent 
(Khaddam 2013: 77).

The transition from a command economy to crony capitalism was thus 
accelerated during the 1980s with the gradual abandonment of a centrally 
directed economy. The new liberalization policies  were coupled with new 
austerity mea sures in the 1990s. Government spending as a portion of GDP 
dropped dramatically, from 48  percent in 1980 to 25  percent in 1997 (Goulden 
2011: 192). The end of the 1990s witnessed growing socioeconomic prob-
lems, with poverty reaching 14.3  percent in 1996–97 (Matar 2015: 109). 
In equality was also increasing in Syrian society. By the end of the 1990s 
and the beginning of 2000, the upper 5  percent of the country was estimated 
to control about 50  percent of the national income (Perthes 2004: 10).

 There was also a gendered consequence to  these policies. The total number 
of  women in the workforce had expanded in the 1980s and beyond, focused 
particularly on the state- controlled, public economic sector. The percentage 
of  women employed in industry in the public and private sectors increased 
from 13.4  percent in 1971 to 23  percent in 1981, but then decreased dra-
matically during the 1980s and 1990s, reaching a level of 9.8   percent in 
1995. The same evolution occurred in the ser vice sector, in which the per-
centage of  women workers increased from 18.7   percent in 1970 to 
47.2  percent by 1981, and then it decreased to 30.2  percent in 1995 (Perthes 
2004: 10). In the public sector, the percentage of  women always had been 
higher than in the private sector, but the latter’s size and contribution in 
the 2000s was much higher than the public sector (the ratio was 70:30).

No opposition allowed

Through  these three de cades in power, Syrian society came increasingly 
 under the control of the regime in all its vari ous components. The Ba’th 
Party was the only po liti cal organ ization, which had the right to or ga nize 
events, lectures, and public demonstrations and to distribute a newspaper 
on the campus of a university or military barracks. Even the po liti cal parties 
allied to the regime in the National Progressive Front (NPF) did not have 
the right to or ga nize, make propaganda, or have even a small official pres-
ence in  these institutions (Seurat 2012: 138).

Po liti cally, the Islamic fundamentalist forces led by the MB represented 
the most significant menace to the regime from 1976  until the Hama mas-
sacre in 1982. Hafez al- Assad first tried to coopt some sectors of the MB 
throughout the 1970s and sought some form of understanding with the 
movement, although  these efforts  were combined with periods of violent 
repression (Seale 1988: 188; Pierret 2011: 245; Lefèvre 2013: 87).
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