
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Copyright 

by 

Elliot Patrick Klosterman 

2015 

 

 



The Thesis Committee for Elliot Patrick Klosterman 

Certifies that this is the approved version of the following thesis: 

 

 

History of Baathist Regime Resilience in Syria from 1970 to 2014 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

APPROVED BY 

SUPERVISING COMMITTEE: 

 

 

 

Zoltan Barany 

Regina Goodnow 

 

  

Supervisor: 



 History of Baathist Regime Resilience in Syria from 1970 to 2014 

 

 

by 

Elliot Patrick Klosterman, B.A.; B.A.; B.A. 

 

 

Thesis 

Presented to the Faculty of the Graduate School of  

The University of Texas at Austin 

in Partial Fulfillment  

of the Requirements 

for the Degree of  

 

Master of Arts 

 

 

The University of Texas at Austin 

August 2015 

  



 iv 

Abstract 

 

History of Baathist Regime Resilience in Syria from 1970 to 2014 

 

Elliot Patrick Klosterman, MA 

The University of Texas at Austin, 2015 

 

Supervisor:  Zoltan Barany 

 
The Arab Spring protest movements that swept through the Middle East in the 

beginning of 2011 managed to dislodge many durable regimes and longtime heads of 

state, but has not yet succeeded in overthrowing the autocratic Baathist regime in Syria 

despite the overwhelming political pressure and armed opposition to its rule. While the 

world was shocked by the wave of popular protest that shook ostensibly stable regimes in 

Egypt and Tunisia, the Baathist regime in Syria has managed to withstand the Arab 

Spring challenge to their rule through at least the end of 2014 in part by employing tactics 

learned during previous instances of political insurrection. The diverse, tribal, and 

sectarian composition of the modern Syrian state has aroused many periods of political 

instability in the decades leading up to the ongoing Arab Spring uprising therefore 

allowing the ruling regime ample opportunities to learn how to contend with existential 

threats to its rule. Unlike the relatively homogenous and historically political stable states 



 v 

of Tunisia and Egypt, the Baathist Regime in Syria has become well accustomed to 

balancing opposition to its rule in order to maintain a tenuous hold on power.  

This thesis will reveal how the Baathist regime in Syria has managed to defeat 

past existential political and armed threats to their rule in the decades leading up to the 

present Arab Spring Uprising. An analysis of the regime’s political and military strategy 

during prior instances of domestic upheaval will reveal that much of the political and 

security actions taken by the regime post-Arab Spring can be explained historically. Prior 

to the contemporary Arab Spring Uprising, the regime had become well accustomed to 

the challenges of ruling a diverse and politically unstable state and thus has mastered the 

techniques of driving opposition forces while co-opting or coercing domestic and 

international support  

Over the years politicians and analysts have referred to the Baathist regime in 

Syria as being on the ropes or poised to fall at any time, yet the regime has managed to 

survive. Since history has revealed both the remarkable resiliency and entrenched 

position of the Baathist regime in Syria, there is little reason to believe that the regime 

will crumble in the face of the Arab Spring Uprising. Although the pressure for regime 

change felt in Yemen, Egypt, and Tunisia may have been fundamentally similar to those 

felt in Syria, the Syrian Baathist regime makeup and experience in dealing with 

existential threats reveal why Bashar al-Assad and his regime have remained in power at 

least through the end of 2014. 
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Chapter 1: The Baathist Regime Composition 1970-2010 

 

 The era of post-independence political turmoil and instability in Syria came to an 

end following the successful 1970 military coup led by Baathist general Hafez al-Assad. 

Although the Baathist regime had been in control of the Syrian state since an earlier coup 

in 1963, the regime that emerged under the leadership of al-Assad was fundamentally 

different from the previous Baathist regime which had been dominated by leftist 

intelligentsia.1 Al-Assad’s coup is considered a victory by the military wing of the 

Baathist party over the radical political ideologues who al-Assad blamed for Syria’s 

dismal performance in the 1967 Six Day War with Israel. Under al-Assad the Baathist 

regime in Syria would turn its attention away from domestic societal reconstruction and 

instead focus its attention on liberation of the Palestinian territories occupied by Israel to 

include the Syrian Golan Heights.23  

Economically, Hafez al-Assad managed to build a more robust private sector 

through liberal economic reforms which were successful in ending a period of prolonged 

political stagnation.4 This economic success gave al-Assad the political clout needed to 

purge the Baathist regime of its remaining radical leftist leadership in the early 1970s.5 

This final purge of the radical Baathists from the party cemented the dominant position of 

                                                 
1 Raymond Hinnebusch, Revolution from Above P.65 
2 Hinnebusch P.65 
3 Patrick Seale, Asad: The Struggle for the Middle East P.185 
4 Hinnebusch P.66 
5 Hinnebusch P.66 
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the regime military or ‘realist’ wing and broadened his base of support to include the 

middle and upper classes.6 From 1970 onward, the Baathist regime in Syria would be 

Baathist in name only having abandoned most of its social and political tenets in pursuit 

of the new goal of liberating Palestine, or at the very least liberating the Israeli occupied 

Syrian Golan Heights.7 

 The Baathist regime of Hafez al-Assad was built on a diffuse power structure 

meant to absorb rather than rigidly deflect domestic challenges to its domination of the 

modern Syrian state which had seen numerous coups and challenges for power since its 

independence from France in 1946.8  Joshua Stacher refers to the Syrian Baathist regime 

as a being a “decentralized authoritarian political system” meaning that Hafez al-Assad 

lacked the “executive autonomy that (a more) centralized political atmosphere affords.”9 

Al-Assad likely understood that it would be easy to replace the head of state of a top 

heavy regime, but difficult to wobble a regime with a wide base of power distributed 

across various pillars of support including the military, the Baath Party, and the various 

intelligence services.10 The office of the president in Baathist Syria can therefore be 

considered merely the first amongst relative equals since the other regime pillars maintain 

their own sovereignty and decision making ability.11 Al-Assad’s biographer Patrick Seale 

                                                 
6 Hinnebusch P.66 
7 Carsten Weiland, Syria at Bay P.94 
8 Joshua Stacher, Adaptable Autocrats P.13 
9 Stacher P.13 
10Stacher P.13 
11Eyal Zisser, Commanding Syria P.49 
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refers to Hafez as being the “only pole that held up the tent (the regime)” signifying that 

Hafez was the only unifying figure amongst otherwise competing regime pillars.12   

Hafez al-Assad was able to maintain his place as first amongst relative equals in 

the regime by playing the various regime pillars against one another. For example, 

although al-Assad first encouraged the growth of the military to combat the radicals in 

the Baath party, he soon saw a need to corral the strength of the military by appointing 

his Allawi kin to key security positions within both the intelligence services and military 

commands.13 At the same time he also encouraged Sunnis to join the ranks of the Baath 

party to co-opt support from the majority demographic and thereby strengthen the party 

to contend with the rising power of the military.14 Limited economic liberalization also 

helped to foster support for the regime from amongst the Sunni Merchant class who 

would henceforth depend on the regime for their survival.15  

Although this balancing of regime pillars ensured that no one body of power 

would be strong enough to overthrow the president, al-Assad was careful to ensure his 

domination of the state through the development of a fiercely loyal security apparatus 

controlled mainly by his Allawi kin. This domination of the Syrian regular military 

officer corps, special forces, and intelligence services by the Allawi minority led many to 

classify the Baathist regime to be a ‘minority (Allawi) regime’, but in reality the regime 

leadership under Hafez  had been composed of a cross sectarian coalition.16 17 Under al-

                                                 
12 Seale P.440 
13 Hinnebusch P.67 
14 Hinnebusch P.67 
15 Hinnebusch P.67 
16 Hinnebusch P.70 
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Assad a large percentage of top political posts were actually held by Sunni elites such as 

“both vice presidents, Abd al-Halim Khaddam and Zuhayr Mashariqa; Minister of 

Defense Mustafa Talas; and Foreign Miniter Faruq al-Shar.”18 In fact, during al-Assad’s 

health crisis in 1983 the president appointed a six man committee entirely composed of 

Sunnis charged with running the state during his absence.19 Although regime stability 

was tested several times throughout the rule of Hafez al-Assad (1970-2000), the stability 

of the tenuously crafted coalition of competing pillars of regime power would truly be put 

to the test as al-Assad’s health waned and his son Bashar was being groomed to 

hereditarily assume the presidency. 

 Following Hafez al-Assad’s death in 2000, the diffuse power structure of the 

Baathist regime in Syria necessitated the continuation of an al-Assad presidency in order 

to maintain the status quo and prevent a return to the type of political instability not seen 

since Hafez assumed control of the state in 1970.20 21 Regime elites believed that any 

power struggle amongst regime pillars would destroy the regime from within and thus 

had to be avoided at all costs. While competition between regime pillars following the 

death of Hafez could have aroused a period of terrible instability, it instead evoked a 

mutual understanding amongst them that a Bashar al-Assad presidency would be required 

to ensure that their present positions of power within the regime would be maintained.22 

                                                                                                                                                 
17 Stacher  P.15 
18 Zisser P.63 
19 Nikolas Van Dam, The Struggle for Power in Syria P.119 
20 Stacher P.86-87 
21 Carsten Weiland, Syria at Bay P.9 
22 Zisser P.45 
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23 While some power players such as long time vice president Abdul al- Khaddam may 

have had ambitions for presidential power, they were forced by the army and defense 

Minister Mustapha Talas to temper their presidential ambitions in order to ensure regime 

continuity.24 25 Although Bashar al-Assad’s assumption of his father’s perch of power 

was ostensibly seamless, the true challenges of ruling a decentralized authoritarian 

system rife with old regime stalwarts would soon present themselves to the 34 year old 

western educated ophthalmologist not long into his presidency. 

 The beginning of Bashar al-Assad’s rule in Syria was marked by a personal 

attempt on behalf of the president to liberalize and modernize the state. The new 

president had given a remarkably candid inaugural speech both admitting past regime 

shortcomings and promoting a uniquely Syrian democratic experience.26 This short 

period of political progressivism would become known as the ‘Damascus Spring’ and it 

witnessed the tremendous growth of civil society organizations that promoted a more 

open and free dialogue on the challenges facing Syria. The famous calls for reform by 

civil society activists include the ‘Statement of 99’ and the ‘Manifesto of 1000’ which 

demanded political constitutional reform in addition to the economic reform promoted by 

Bashar.27 It is believed that these declarations or demands may have forced President 

Assad to backtrack slightly on his promises of reform and admit that these changes would 

not proceed if they were to threaten ‘stability’. In a personal interview with Dr. David 

                                                 
23 Van Dam  P.133 
24 Jamal Wakim, The struggle of Major Powers over Syria  P.156 
25 Weiland P.10 
26 David Lesch, The New Lion of Damascus P.82 
27 Lesch P.89-90 
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Lesch early in his presidency, Bashar claims that any attempts at reform need to be 

enacted cautiously in order to not upset stability. “We are very cautious (in enacting 

reform)—I am very cautious, and when you talk about achieving stability, you do it in 

steps, not very big steps. We take small steps, and if we do it wrong, we go back.”28 

Unfortunately for those Syrians anticipating major liberal reform, the regime 

would indeed ‘go back’ in their efforts to achieve real change and thus the short lived 

Damascus Spring was quickly followed by a period of regime retrenchment known as the 

‘Damascus Winter’. Many analysts surmise that this crackdown on political liberalism in 

Syria may have either been the result of pushback from the Baathist regime ‘old guard’, 

or realization by Bashar that he could not both liberalize the state and maintain his 

autocratic hold on power. Whatever the reason for this democratic retreat, it became clear 

to all opposition activists that the youthful, western educated Bashar would not be the 

force for change in Syria that they had anticipated. 

 Initially the structure of the Baathist regime under the leadership of Bashar al-

Assad largely reflected the structure carefully crafted by his father in the previous 

decades, but after several years of battling with ‘old guard’ regime stalwarts who resisted 

his attempts at reform Bashar began to reign in and centralize regime power through 

purges of the party and the military.29 Unlike his father who allowed the military an 

extraordinary amount of political power and influence, Bashar attempted to de-politicize 

this regime pillar by moving officers from post to post and enforcing a mandatory 

                                                 
28 Lesch P.90 
29 Raymond Hinnebusch, Syria: From ‘Authoritarian Upgrading’ to Revolution? P.98 
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retirement age.30 Bashar also managed to limit the power of the Baath party by 

appointing many cabinet officials from outside the ranks of the party thus limiting the 

traditional benefits of party membership.31 In purging the traditional regime pillars of 

their power, the Baathist regime in Syria began losing its traditionally wide support base 

of rural and middle class Sunnis who had long helped support the Baathist regime despite 

the fact that it disproportionately placed power in the hands of the minority Alawi sect of 

Islam.  

In centralizing regime power, or ‘Authoritarian Upgrading’ in the words of 

Raymond Hinnebusch, Bashar hoped to push through the reform he believed necessary to 

modernize Syria.32 This narrowing of the regime base, however, would make the regime 

more vulnerable to domestic unrest. Therefore, Bashar had to increasingly rely on the 

security apparatus dominated by Allawis particularly those originating from his Assad-

Makhlouf family clan.33 34 Although this centralization of power would ideally help to 

speed through reform, it would inevitably make the regime more top heavy and thus more 

vulnerable to a popular uprising.35  

 Perhaps the word that should most be associated with the Baathist regimes of 

Hafez and Bashar al-Assad is stability. Even at the time of writing in 2014, the deeply 

embattled regime in Syria still maintains this claim to legitimacy. The logic the regime 

likes to portray is that to support the regime in Syria is to support domestic and regional 

                                                 
30 Zisser P.63 
31 Hinnebusch P.99 
32 Hinnebusch P.99 
33 Hinnebusch P.99 
34 Emile Hokayem, Syria’s Uprising and the Fracturing of the Levant P.33 
35 Hinnebusch P.99 
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stability. Although the Baathist regime in Damascus has committed truly terrible 

domestic atrocities in the name of stability, a cursory glance at modern Syrian history 

will explain why the regime places high stock in its ability to maintain stability. Before 

Hafez al-Assad took power in 1970, twenty coups took place in a matter of only a couple 

decades. Any post-Assad Syria is likely to resemble pre-Assad Syria in this regard. 
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Chapter 2: Islamist Uprising in Syria 1976-1982 

 
The first major threat to Hafez al-Assad’s Baathist regime came from the 

conservative Sunni segments of society who felt marginalized by the minority Allawi 

sect’s perceived domination of the state, the secular tenets of Baathist socialism, and the 

supposed limits placed on religion in the new 1973 constitution.36 These grievances 

would eventually lead to armed attacks on regime security and military targets by Islamic 

groups such as the Syrian branch of the Muslim Brotherhood. Hostility between the 

Islamic militants and regime security reached a breaking point following the execution of 

82 Allawi cadets at the Aleppo Artillery School by an extremist Islamic leader of the 

ultra-conservative al-Talia Group, Adnan Uqlah, in June 1979.37 Despite the Muslim 

Brotherhood’s official condemnation of the act, the Baathist regime unleashed the might 

of their security establishment against the Syrian branch of the Muslim Brotherhood. The 

uprising culminated with the 1982 massacre of as many as 10,000 armed fighters and 

civilians in Hama by Rifaat al-Assad’s much feared and highly loyal special forces 

fighters, the Defense Companies. 38  

In the end, the Islamist Uprising was ultimately defeated by the regime through 

both military and political means. Militarily, the regime defeated the armed Islamic 

militants through “the careful deployment of the most trusted military units and the 

                                                 
36Raphael Lefevre,  State and Islam in Baathist Syria: Hama and Beyond, Regime-Muslim Brotherhood 

Relations since 1982 P.5 
37 Lefevre P.8 
38 Fred Lawson, Global Security Watch Syria P.66 
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raising of pro-regime militias”.39 Politically the regime defeated the Islamic Uprising by 

co-opting domestic and international support for the regime, dividing the opposition 

between moderates and radicals, and coercing support for the regime from the Sunni 

merchant class. This successful combination of calculated military moves and political 

strategy ensured the regime of Hafez al-Assad would survive this existential threat to the 

regime’s survival and verified that they would remain more durable than the dozens of 

fleeting Syrian regimes which had failed to establish dominance over the post-

independence era of the state.  

Throughout the regime’s military fight against the Sunni Islamists, careful steps 

were taken to prevent widespread desertions amongst the mainly Sunni military 

conscripts that comprised the bulk of the regular Syrian Arab Army. The Muslim 

Brotherhood had hoped to provoke the regime into deploying the mainly Sunni regular 

army units to the fight in the hopes that they would either defect to the opposition or 

abandon their units.40 To prevent these large scale defections which could have 

dramatically transformed the rising insurgency into a civil war the regime deployed only 

the most loyal units which were dominated by Allawi officers and NCOs.41 The regime 

even went so far as to expel Sunni soldiers from their organic units to pre-emptively 

prevent large scale desertions.42 This strategy of selective deployment meant that only a 

limited percentage of the Syrian Arab Army’s fighting force could effectively be 

                                                 
39 Joseph Holliday, Institute for the Study of War (ISW), The Assad Regime- From Counterinsurgency to 

War P.9 
40 Van Dam  P.98 
41 Van Dam  P.98 
42 Van Dam  P.113 
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deployed to counter the growing Sunni insurgency. This made it imperative that the 

regime brutally crush the uprising in its relative infancy rather than allow it to morph into 

a larger civil war as only a small portion of the Syrian army was deemed loyal enough to 

be deployed against this domestic threat. It is estimated that the Syrian regime amassed 

12,000- 25,000 soldiers in and around Hama in the days and weeks leading up to the 

Hama massacre with the goal of crushing all support for the insurgency.43 The Baathist 

regime also helped to ensure loyalty amongst the soldiers of the regular units involved in 

Hama such as the21
st
 Mechanized Brigade and the 47

th
 Tank Brigade by keeping Rifa’at 

al-Assad’s much feared and largely Allawi Defense Companies nearby.44 The regime 

intentionally deployed the Defense Companies in the same theater of war as these regular 

units in order to crush any units or soldiers that may defect during battle.45  

 

The chart below was taken from information provided by the Muslim Brotherhood’s 

assessment of events in Hama and reveal that a significant percentage of the troops 

engaged in Hama were Allawi.46 

 

Allawi 

Percentage 

Defense Companies Special Forces 21
st
 Mech Brigade 47

th
 Tank Brigade 

Officers 90% 95% 80% 70% 

Enlisted 90% 45% 30% 30% 

Table 1: Allawi Troop Composition 

                                                 
43 Van Dam P.112 
44 Van Dam P.114 
45 Van Dam P.115 
46 Van Dam P.114-115 
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In addition to the strategy of carefully deploying only the most loyal (mainly 

Alawi) troops in the fight against radical Islamic insurgents, the Baathist regime also 

relied heavily on its ability to raise a loyal civilian militia to enforce law and order in the 

districts throughout Hama governorate.47 This arming of this civilian militia allowed the 

regime to project a loyal fighting force beyond the limited domestic capabilities of the 

armed forces.48 These pro regime militias were able to be raised quickly due to the 

historical legacy of Baathist militias operating in Syria as a counterweight to the national 

army’s strength.49 The importance of the Baathist militias in the fight against radical 

Islamic groups in Syria was not lost on President al-Assad as he personally recruited 

young men to join the militias by preaching the merits of ‘armed revolutionary violence’ 

against ‘ the ‘reactionary violence’ of the Islamic extremists in his speeches.50 

 Politically, it was critical for the regime to contain the spread of the Islamic 

Uprising and therefore sought to frame the narrative of the conflict as being that of one 

between ‘moderate good Muslims’ and ‘radical terrorist Muslims’ in order to prevent the 

uprising from evolving into a popularly supported rebellion.51 Being that the Allawi sect, 

which dominated the regime, made up only around 11% of the population vs the 70% 

Sunni majority, it was critical that the regime prevented this conflict from becoming a 

Sunni vs Alawi affair. The construction of this ‘good vs bad’ narrative was achieved 

through the co-option of the Sunni Ulama (religious scholars) who provided necessary 

                                                 
47 Van Dam P.105 
48 Seale P.327 
49 Holliday P.11 
50 Holliday P.11 
51  Line Khatib, State and Islam in Baathist Syria: Islamic Revival and the Promotion of Moderate Islam 

from Above P.32 
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religious legitimacy to the regime in order to co-opt the majority Sunni population to 

support the regime.52 The regime co-opted the Sunni Ulama by elevating the position of 

those sheiks who preached an apolitical, pacifist, or pro regime narrative.53 While those 

sheiks who preached a neutral message were tolerated, those who taught an anti-regime 

narrative were expelled from the country, tortured, and sometimes even killed.54  

 Perhaps the most loyal regime stalwart from amongst the Sunni Ulama in Syria 

was Sunni cleric and longtime friend of Hafez al-Assad, Mohammad Said Ramadan al-

Bouti. Although al-Bouti had at times contributed to Muslim Brotherhood periodicals, he 

was generally opposed to the notion of any political role for Islam as well as being 

fiercely against Salafi doctrine.55 These attitudes clearly set al-Bouti apart from the Salafi 

Islamic groups seeking political power in Syria and influenced him to support the secular 

Baathist regime throughout the Islamic Uprising. For his support of the regime, al-Bouti 

was granted lengthy meetings with the president and a leadership role within the Syrian 

religious scene.56 Over the years al-Bouti would come to be seen as a mediator between 

the Baathist regime and his thousands of loyal Sunni followers through the 

encouragement of dialogue and modest reform.57 Through al-Bouti the Allawi dominated 

secular Baathist regime was bestowed with an aura of religious legitimacy necessary to 

dominate the narrative of their conflict with the Muslim Brotherhood and thus defend 

                                                 
52 Salwa Ismail, Demystifying Syria: Changing Social Structures, Shifting Alliances, and Authoritarianism 

in Syria P.25 
53 Thomas Pierret, Demystifying Syria:  Sunni Clergy Politics in the Cities of Ba’thi Syria P.82 
54 Thomas Pierret Religion and The State in Syria P.68-69 
55 Pierret P.78-79 
56 Pierret P.80 
57 Pierret P.80 
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their legitimacy to lead the Syrian state. Although al-Bouti was capable of harnessing 

domestic support for the Baathist regime, in order to truly ensure stability the Baathist 

regime would need to defeat any external support for the Islamic forces engaged in armed 

battles with the regime. 

Critically, the Baathist regime was able to dissuade Saudi Arabia from supporting 

Islamic militants during this Islamic Uprising by allowing Saudi Wahhabis to set up 

“Quranic schools, welfare organizations, and mosques in Syria.”58 Despite the Baathist 

regime’s secular orientation, al-Assad knew that his regime’s immediate political survival 

would be threatened if the Saudi monarchy began to financially support or arm the 

Muslim Brotherhood rebels and thus Hafez allowed the Islamization of Syria to occur 

under his auspices. Al-Assad also made personal attempts to religiously legitimize the 

Baathist regime through the invoking of the message of Islam in his speeches. On the 17
th

 

anniversary of the Baathist regime’s revolution al-Assad made the declaration that, “Yes! 

I believe in God and in the message of Islam….I was, I am and I will remain a Muslim, 

just as Syria will remain a proud citadel flying high the flag of Islam! But the enemies of 

Islam who traffic in religion will be swept away!”59 

Another effective tactic of the Baathist regime in combating the Islamist Uprising 

was to the divide the opposition between radical armed fighters and moderate Islamic 

opposition figures. The Baathist regime well understood the traditional ideological 

divisions and geographic rivalries of the Syrian branch of the Muslim Brotherhood and 

                                                 
58 Weiland P.72 
59 Seale P.328 
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thus sought to drive a wedge between the radical Hama clan and the moderate Aleppo 

faction.60 This division was first achieved by the regime through the overwhelming use of 

armed force against those areas controlled or supportive of the burgeoning Islamist 

Uprising. This extremely violent regime response influenced the moderate Islamic 

opposition figures to express only ‘guarded support for the armed struggle’.61 Following 

the Hama massacre of 1982 ‘sentiment inside the Islamic movement shifted decidedly 

against the strategy of armed struggle’62 and thus the Syrian regime was able to focus 

attention on combatting the few armed Islamic groups still operating in Syria. Without 

mainstream popular support for an armed uprising, the radical Islamist groups became 

marginalized and easily defeated militarily.63 

The Baathist regime continued to drive a wedge between the moderate Aleppo 

faction and the radical Hama clan in the years following the uprising to ensure that the 

opposition remained divided and unable to re-manifest itself in Syria.64 This divide was 

accentuated during regime negotiations with the Muslim Brotherhood in 1984 and 1987 

when the moderate Aleppo faction and radical Hama clan could not form a cohesive 

bargaining position from their positions in exile. As Raphael Lefevre puts it “By 

tantalizing the Muslim Brotherhood’s moderates with the prospect of a settlement, Hafiz 

al-Assad was successful in exploiting the Islamic movement’s inherent ideological 

                                                 
60 Lefevre P.3 
61 Lawson P.66 
62Lawson P.68 
63 LawsonP.66 
64 Lefevre P.11 
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contradictions.”65 As group infighting amongst the various Muslim Brotherhood sects 

became worse with each successive negotiation with the regime, the regime’s hold on 

power became that much stronger and the threat posed by a new Islamic uprising all the 

more weaker.  

Militarily defeating the Islamist Uprising would not have been possible without 

the regime’s coercion of the Sunni merchant class.66  Although the Aleppo merchants did 

at least initially partake in a general strike in support of the uprising, their Damascus 

counterparts kept their shops open out of fear of being arrested or otherwise subjected to 

the wrath of the regime’s security apparatus as had happened during a previously 

attempted general strike in 1964.67 Some analysts believe that a unified effort on behalf 

of the Sunni Merchant class could have effectively brought down the regime through a 

general strike if the Damascus merchants had participated, but instead the Damascus 

merchants sided with the regime.68 Although the Damascus merchants initially had to be 

coerced by rumors of regime repression to keep their shops open, their decision to side 

with the regime secured their place as a de facto player within the regime’s diffuse power 

structure.69 The regime decided to further incorporate the Sunni merchants into their 

ruling coalition rather than push them to aid the Islamist Uprising thus widening the base 

of support for the Baathist regime and solidifying its hold on a larger constituency.7071 

                                                 
65 Lefevre P.16 
66 Khatib P.32 
67 Salwa Ismail, Demystifying Syria: Changing Social Structures, Shifting Alliances, and Authoritarianism 

in Syria P.16 
68 Ismail P.16 
69 Khatib P.32 
70 Zisser P.48 
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The Damascene Sunni merchant class determined that the political stability afforded by 

the Baathist regime outweighed any potential gain from having a Sunni dominated state, 

and thus acquiesced to the regime’s efforts to keep their shops open for business.  

Although the Islamic Uprising was eventually defeated through military means, 

the political steps taken by the regime helped ensure that military force could effectively 

win the fight and that the threat would not re-manifest itself after the cessation of 

hostilities. The regime defeated the Islamic Uprising by selectively deploying only the 

most loyal troops, raising a pro-regime militia,  co-opting domestic and international 

support, dividing the opposition between moderates and radicals, and coercing support 

for the regime from the Sunni merchant class. In the end it was the successful application 

of these tactics that allowed the secular Baath regime of Hafez al-Assad to survive the 

Islamic Uprising of 1976-1982. While the Baathist regime managed to defeat the Islamist 

challenge to their rule, future existential threats to the stability of the Baathist regime 

would erupt after the transition of power from Hafez al-Assad to his son Bashar 

following the former’s death in June 2000. 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                                                                                                                 
71 Seale P.326 
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Chapter 3: Opposition Movements 2004-2006 

 
Opposition to the Baathist regime under the rule of Bashar al-Assad reached 

previously unprecedented levels from 2004-2005. Several key events triggered or 

empowered this period of opposition including the 2004 al-Qamishli Kurdish Uprising, 

the international backlash from the 2005 Rafiq al-Hariri assassination in Lebanon, and 

the sudden resignation of long time Syrian Vice President Abdul al- Khaddam in 2005 

and his formation of the National Salvation Front. Despite the unique nature of the threats 

to the regime of Bashar al-Assad, the regime would respond with many of the same 

tactics previously employed by his father such as dividing opposition forces and co-

opting domestic and international support for the regime 

 The overthrow of Saddam Hussein in Iraq by US forces in 2003 reignited the 

issue of Kurdish nationalism throughout Syria where Kurds had historically been denied 

basic rights such as citizenship by the Syrian state.72 Kurds in Syria were empowered by 

the success of the Iraqi Kurds in establishing their own sovereignty in post –Saddam Iraq 

and began calling for greater Kurdish rights in Syria.73 Tensions between Syrian Kurds 

and the Arab regime reached a breaking point during a soccer match between Arab and 

Kurdish teams in March of 2004 in the far north eastern al-Hassakah province of Syria. 

Prior to the match Arab fans provoked animosity from the Kurdish supporters by waving 

portraits of Saddam Hussein while Kurdish fans waved their own Kurdish flag alongside 
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the American flag.74 75 Kurdish fans were also reportedly chanting “We will sacrifice our 

lives for (US President) Bush”, which was an extremely provocative slogan in 2004 in 

Syria as many Syrians feared the American military may turn its sights on invading Syria 

after Iraq.76 Eventually the rival demonstrations turned violent and spilled out into the 

streets of al-Qamishli where Kurdish protestors burned down the Baath party 

headquarters and tore down the statue of Hafez al-Assad.77 Perhaps most troubling to the 

regime was the fact that Kurdish opposition activists began to make low level contact 

with mainstream Syrian Arab opposition movements including the Muslim 

Brotherhood.78  Surprisingly, the Syrian Branch of the Muslim Brotherhood issued a 

statement of solidarity with the Kurdish opposition perhaps stoking fears in regime 

circles that opposition forces may be inclined to unite in an effort to force regime change. 

Although the Kurdish riots were quickly subdued by an overwhelming deployment of the 

Syrian Arab Army, security forces, and Baathist militias, this event marked the beginning 

of a tumultuous period of opposition to Bashar al-Assad’s presidency and his Baathist 

regime.79  

 Following the Kurdish riots which shook Baathist regime stability primarily in the 

Kurdish neighborhoods of Aleppo and Damascus as well as in Syria’s far northeastern al-

Hassakah province, the domestic, regional, and international blowback from the Rafiq 
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Harriri assassination in February 2005 was felt across the state and nearly brought about 

the downfall of the Baathist regime. Many analysts believe that Hariri’s assassination in a 

massive car bombing in central Beirut was carried out by the  regime in an attempt to 

eliminate any opposition to the pro-Syrian Lebanese president Emile Lahoud and his 

attempt to alter the Lebanese constitution to allow his rule to continue an additional three 

years.80 Hariri had also angered the Baathist regime by supporting Walid Jumlatt, a well-

known Druze politician who had long sought the dismissal of Syrian troops from 

Lebanon believing that they had long overstayed their welcome following the signing of 

the Taif Agreement in 1989 which effectively ended the 15 year Lebanese Civil War and 

called for the withdrawal of all foreign militaries from Lebanon within two years.81 

Whatever the reasons for Syria’s decision to eliminate Rafiq Hariri, the domestic, 

regional, and international blowback from UN Security Council Resolution 1559 which 

demanded that Syria withdrawal from Lebanon effectively removed Syria’s last ‘buffer 

state’ against external aggression.  Following the massive Lebanese movement known as 

the Cedar Revolution, President Assad finally withdrew the last of the Syrian army from 

Lebanon in April of 2005. 

 The dismissal of Syrian troops from Lebanon following the Cedar Revolution and 

UN Security Council Resolution 1559 led many analysts to believe that the Assad led 

Baathist regime may be crumbling. Eyal Zisser is quoted in his 2007 book “Commanding 

Syria” as saying that after its dismissal from Lebanon “The Syrian Regime is weaker that 
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it has ever been, isolated internationally and even regionally, and in effect fighting for its 

survival.”82 With dissent simmering amongst the sizeable Kurdish minority, coalition 

troops situated on their border with Iraq, and now their almost complete international 

isolation following the assassination of Hariri, tangible signs that the regime’s internal 

unity may be crumbling came with the sudden resignation of long time vice president 

Abdul al-Khaddam in June 2005. 

 Abdul al-Khaddam had long been a regime stalwart since his ascendancy to the 

post of vice president in 1984. Despite being a Sunni in the Alawi dominated regime, he 

was considered by most to have been the second most powerful leader in Syria behind 

only Hafez and then Bashar al-Assad.83 According to many analysts al-Khaddam is 

believed to have aspired to assume the Syrian presidency himself following the death of 

Hafez al-Assad, yet inevitably fell in line behind Bashar al-Assad after a brief one month 

stay as interim leader of Syria.84 Abdul al-Khaddam is believed by most to be a part of 

the ‘old guard’ of the Baathist regime and opposed to the initial reform efforts of 

Bashar.85 Although it is not entirely clear why al-Khaddam so dramatically defected from 

the Baathist regime in 2005, the resignation of the most powerful Sunni politician in 

Syria threatened to disrupt the careful balance of power of the Baathist regime in Syria. 

Many believe that Abdul al-Khaddam’s resignation may have been an effort to distance 

himself from the increasingly embattled regime in order to clear his path to achieve the 
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Syrian presidency in a post-Assad Syria. In any event, it was not so much al-Khaddam’s 

resignation from the post of vice president that led many to this speculation, but rather his 

establishment of the National Salvation Front shortly thereafter which sought to unify the 

opposition voices against the al-Assad led Baathist regime.  

Although al-Khaddam’s National Salvation Front was never able to fully coalesce 

into an organization capable of bringing down the well-entrenched Baathist regime in 

Syria, it did reveal the diversity of the domestic opposition in Syria as it ever so briefly 

unified a former Baathist leader, progressive civil society activists, Kurdish leaders, and 

even the Muslim Brotherhood.86 The Baathist regime knew it would need to act 

decisively in order to quell the impending storm of opposition movements throughout 

Syria and thus relied on the same tactics that had served them well during previous 

periods of regime opposition such as dividing the opposition and co-opting domestic and 

international support for the regime. 

To combat the diverse coalition of opposition movements across Syria the 

Baathist regime looked to divide the movements amongst their varied ethnic 

backgrounds, religious sects, and political ideologies. The first target of the regime’s 

divide and conquer strategy would be the most vocal supporters for outright regime 

change in Damascus, the Kurds. Of particular concern to the regime had been the support 

for the Kurdish cause provided by the Syrian Branch of the Muslim brotherhood. For the 

first time a majority Arab opposition group in Syria was recognizing the inherent rights 

of the Kurds in Syria.  Baathist leaders in Damascus knew well that the Arab majority 
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population in Syria was generally skeptical of Kurdish loyalty to the Syrian state and thus 

sought to play up these fears to prevent coordination between the Arab and Kurdish 

opposition movements. The Baathist regime attempted to frame the 2004 al-Qamishli 

riots as being a challenge not against the regime which had long denied many Syrian 

Kurds basic human rights and citizenship, but rather as a Kurdish minority challenge 

against the majority Arab population.87 According to Dr. Fred Lawson, state run news 

reporting on the al-Qamishli riots accused ‘foreign agents of initiating the riots” and that 

“the (Syrian) Kurds constituted a fifth column—secessionist and in favor of US military 

intervention.”88  This framing of the conflict was successful in largely limiting the spread 

of anti-regime sentiment to the Kurdish populations mainly concentrated in the extreme 

north east of the country and “tighten Arab ranks in defense of the regime.”89 

The Baathist regime’s tactic of diving opposition worked particularly well against 

the potential bombshell that was the National Salvation Front (NSF). As mentioned 

previously, the NSF was primarily an external coalition of opposition leaders and 

activists from across Syria united solely in their opposition toward the continued rule of 

Bashar al-Assad and the Baathist regime. Clearly the alliance between long time Baathist 

vice president Abdul al-Khaddam and the head of the Syrian branch of the Muslim 

Brotherhood Sheik Ali Sadir ad-Din al-Bayanuni was merely an alliance of convenience 

rather than a strong ideologically unified coalition. The regime moved quickly to ensure 

that Abdul al-Khaddam would not be able to lead an opposition movement from outside 
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Syria by utilizing the Islamists inside Syria as a mobilizing force. The regime sought to 

curry favor with Syrian Islamists to prevent their joining forces with the secular 

opposition through state supported promotion of Islam and the building of mosques.90 

Some analysts also speculate that the regime also encouraged the limited growth of Salafi 

Islam within Syria in order to frighten moderate Sunnis, religious minorities, and secular 

Syrians and encourage them to support the regime as a hedge against radical Islamist 

groups.91 Sadiq al-Azm promotes this theory by stating, “The regime only uses the fear of 

radical Islam as an excuse for not changing anything in the encrusted system… The 

regime has sometimes actively supported the Islamists because they want to keep them as 

a visible danger to the secular opposition. Either you have us or you get them.”92 

Although the Baathist regime was highly successful in fracturing the growing 

domestic opposition movement within Syria, this was only a small portion of the 

regime’s strategy for maintaining power from 2004-2005. Given the international 

political climate of 2004-2005 it was critical that the regime strengthen their domestic 

support with the hostile American Army in striking distance of Damascus from 

neighboring Iraq. The Baathist regime capitalized on both the threat of an American 

invasion and the growing sectarian strife in post-invasion Iraq to coalesce domestic 

support for the regime amongst those Syrians who wished to avoid their neighbor’s fate.93 

It is believed that the Baathist regime even went so far as to covertly support the Sunni 
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Islamic insurgency in Iraq as a way to boost domestic support for the stability provided 

by the regime. This support for the Sunni insurgency also helped to bog the American 

fighting forces down in Iraq so as to prevent American aims of continuing on to 

Damascus.94 

Internationally, the Baathist regime was able to co-opt support from western 

nations by working to combat the spread of Islamic insurgents into Iraq and apprehend 

key al-Qaeda leaders. Although many believe that the regime at least tacitly supported the 

Sunni insurgency in Iraq through intentionally leaving the border porous to bog down the 

American Army, they were still able to co-opt some degree of support from western 

nations by aligning their own strategic interests of combating Islamic terror with 

Washington’s declared ‘War on Terrorism’. The Baathist regime hoped to capitalize on 

this alignment of mutual interests to normalize relations with the west and deflect the 

American neo conservative goal of regime change in Damascus.95 96 The regime worked 

to curry favor with the Americans through building an earthen work embankment along 

the border with Iraq to help stem the flow of Sunni extremists into Iraq.97 The regime also 

agreed to cooperate with the new American installed administration in Iraq and even 

agreed to release some of the Iraqi funds deposited in Syrian banks by Saddam Hussein 

to the new government.98 
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Several years after the events of 2004-2005 the Baathist regime in Syria again 

stood on stable ground after having weathered the combined force of international 

isolation and domestic upheaval. In mid-2008 a confident Bashar al-Assad could be seen 

attending the Union for the Mediterranean summit in Paris before later hosting the French 

President Nicolas Sarkozy in Damascus several weeks later.99 The regime was also 

stepping up efforts to appease the United States in stemming the flow of Sunni extremists 

into Iraq as the politicians in Washington, DC were no longer beating the drums of war to 

enforce regime change in Damascus.100 To the surprise of many analysts, the Baathist 

regime had indeed survived against all odds in part through the employment of the same 

strategy under Bashar al-Assad that had worked throughout the 30 year rule of Hafez al-

Assad. Although in 2008 Bashar and Baathist regime leadership may have felt confident 

in their perch of power, the force of the next attempt at regime change would be of 

historic proportions and forever remake not only Syria but the entire region. The Arab 

winds of change were indeed blowing strong in the spring of 2011. 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                 
99 Bassel F, Salloukh Demystifying Syria: Demystifying Syrian Foreign Policy under Bashar al-Asad P.172 
100Salloukh P.172 



 27 

 Chapter 4: Arab Spring in Syria 2011-2014 

 

“The terrible chain of events which keeps spreading not only shows us a 

struggle between terrorist groups motivated by fanaticism and a despotic 

regime…(that) feeds fanaticism…it is a national crisis that threatens the 

existence of our country, pushing it along the road to bloody sectarian 

clashes; i.e. the road towards Lebonisation of Syria.”—Dr. Jamal al-Atasi 

1979 101 

 

“The Syrian Regime is weaker that it has ever been, isolated 

internationally and even regionally, and in effect fighting for its survival.” 

—Eyal Zisser 2007 102 

 

 The tumultuous period of Syrian politics that had been relatively corralled by the 

stability provided by the Baathist regimes of Hafez and Bashar al-Assad would end with 

the onset of the Arab Spring protest movements in March of 2011. As with previous 

instances of domestic and regional upheaval, analysts and experts have predicted the 

downfall of the Baathist regime in Syria, yet by the end of 2014 the regime remained well 

entrenched in the seat of power in Damascus. Although by the end of 2014 the existential 

threat posed by the Arab Spring Uprising to the regime is nowhere close to being 

defeated as had been the case during the 1976-1982 Islamic Uprising or the 2004-2005 

opposition movements, the regime has nonetheless maintained power through employing 

much of the same military and political strategy that have allowed them to derail previous 

attempts at regime change. This proven military strategy of deploying only the most loyal 

units and raising a civilian militia are complemented by the likewise tried political 

strategy of dividing the opposition while simultaneously co-opting domestic and 
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international support. While these military and political strategies have been sufficient to 

prevent the downfall of the regime to the opposition, they have proved inadequate in 

outright ending the uprising. Given the truly existential nature of the Arab Spring 

Uprising these tested military and political strategies are now complemented by other 

more nuanced approaches to guide the regime through its darkest days. 

The Arab Spring Uprising in Syria has forced the Baathist regime to narrow the 

scope of their strategic objectives and instead concentrate on maintaining territorial 

control over only the most strategically important locations while building partnerships 

with armed non-regime actors such as Hezbollah or the Kurdish PYD. By narrowing the 

objectives of what would constitute a regime ‘victory’ and by co-opting the support of 

non-regime armed actors for short term strategic purposes at the expense of their long 

term sovereignty, the regime is taking very pragmatic steps to maintain their position as 

the most dominate force on the battlefield rather than seek the unrealistic goal of 

restoring their pre-Arab Spring power and control over all of Syria. Although by the end 

of 2014 the Baathist regime in Syria may appear very weak given that their armed forces 

have been battered, the economy is in shambles, and they maintain control over a fraction 

of the Syrian state territory, in all reality the Baathist regime remains by far the strongest 

political and military force in Syria that controls nearly all major population centers aside 

from the Islamic State (ISIS) held Ar-Raqqa. While Bashar al-Assad may never rule over 

all of Syria again, his regime’s actions will ensure that nobody else will either. By the end 

of 2014 it appeared as if the Baathist regime, although deeply embattled, would remain 

the most dominant political and military player in Syria in the years to come.  
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     The Arab Spring Uprising in Syria has passed through several distinct phases 

including the initial protest movements of early 2011, a low level insurgency fought 

mainly by defectors of the Syrian Arab Army starting in July 2011, and then ultimately 

the massive civil war that has engulfed the country since July 2012 which has attracted 

tens of thousands of foreign fighters into the conflict.103 During the initial protest phase 

of the uprising, from January 2011 to July 2011, the regime responded with a general 

crackdown on the protests movements through widespread arrests and limited (although 

still very deadly) use of armed force. As the opposition movement became more 

militarized the regime adopted a ‘security solution’ to the conflict seeking to prevent 

opposition elements from holding Syrian territory from July 2011 to July 2012.  During 

this phase the regime relied heavily on select special forces and allied militias to put 

down the uprising, but this increase in the use of the force by the Baathist regime merely 

influenced more to take up arms against the regime.104 From July 2012 until present day, 

the Syrian Arab Spring Uprising has been classified as a civil war with the Syrian regime 

deploying all loyal assets against a very robust insurgency capable of maintaining their 

own sovereignty over a large portion of the Syrian state. 

By the end of 2014 the military situation of the Civil War in Syria was one of a 

three way stalemate amongst pro-Assad forces, dozens of mainstream armed opposition 

groups, and Islamic extremist fighters of the Islamic State of Iraq and al-Sham (ISIS). 

This three way battle for the control of the Syrian state has left the nation in tatters and 
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has destroyed all hope for a political solution to ending the conflict. Territorial control by 

the Baathist regime has been concentrated in the Damascus, central Syria (Hama and 

Homs), and traditional Allawi stronghold provinces along the Mediterranean coast of 

Latakia and Tartus. The mainstream opposition groups dominate the southern border with 

Israel and Jordan as well as Idlib province and parts of Aleppo city. ISIS maintains 

sovereignty over most of the north and east of the state including all of ar-Raqa province 

and much of al-Hasakah province. The image below maps the areas of control by the 

Baathist regime (green), the mainstream opposition groups (blue), and the Islamic State 

of Iraq and al-Sham (yellow) as of December 2014. The Kurds (red) typically fight to 

defend traditionally Kurdish regions or neighborhoods throughout Syria while oftentimes 

collaborating with either the regime or the mainstream opposition forces. 
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Illustration 1: Areas of Influence in Syria December 2014 105 
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Chapter 5: Regime Military Strategy 2011-2014 

 
“Syria is the hub now in this region. It is the fault line, and if you play 

with the ground you will cause an earthquake….Any problem in Syria will 

burn the whole region. If the plan is to divide Syria, that is to divide the 

whole region.”- President Bashar al-Assad 29 October 2011106 

 

Many of the military tactics utilized by the regime from 2011-2014 largely mirror 

those employed by the regime throughout the battle with Islamic militants from 1976 to 

1982 including the deployment of only the most loyal (mainly Allawi) troops to the front 

lines of combat and the raising of a pro-regime civilian militia to supplement the fighting 

capabilities of loyal elements of the Syrian Arab Army. While these tactics have been 

effective, they have proved insufficient in defeating the armed opposition to their rule. 

Therefore, the regime has been forced to employ additional military tactics such as 

transforming the command and control of the national army into a structure more akin to 

a militia, contracting territorial control, relying on foreign militias such as Lebanese 

Hezbollah, and utilizing the Air Force to project force into territory firmly under the 

control of opposition fighters. 

 At any point in the conflict Bashar al-Assad has never been able to effectively 

deploy more than 1/3 of the pre-Arab Spring Syrian Arab Army soldiers out of concern 

that they will defect to the opposition.107 It is believed that out of 220,000 pre-Arab 

Spring Syrian Arab Army soldiers and officers, only 65,000-75,000 are deemed loyal 
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enough to be deployed against a domestic threat.108 As a result, the regime has had to 

selectively deploy only the most loyal units to suppress anti-regime protest movements or 

to fight armed anti-regime fighters. The limited manpower of the loyal pro-regime assets, 

however, means that after a threat is suppressed in one city or neighborhood, it is able to 

manifest itself in another part of the country.109 This ‘whack-a-mole’ strategy of anti-

regime suppression has resulted in a dispersion of the opposition rather than the 

annihilation that the regime desired.110 Although loyal pro-regime assets were limited at 

the outset of the conflict, the Baathist regime has since worked to supplement this loyal 

core of fighters through a limited deployment of regular army units and the raising of a 

pro-regime militia. 

Like his father before him, Bashar al-Assad has attempted to utilize regular 

(mainly Sunni) army units in coordination with more loyal special forces units to prevent 

defections and ensure combat effectiveness. According to the Institute for the Study of 

War, al-Assad has personally enacted a strategy of deploying one special forces unit 

alongside every two regular army units.111 There have also been reports that organic units 

have been dissolved and soldiers incorporated into new units led by Allawi rather than 

Sunni officers.112 Other regular army units consisting largely of Sunni fighters have been 

either relegated to largely non-combat roles such as checkpoint manning or even confined 
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to their barracks in essentially large scale ‘house arrest’.113 114 This tactic of selectively 

deploying the Syrian Arab Army against domestic opposition has helped to maintain the 

loyalty of the core of the armed forces, but nonetheless several tens of thousands of Sunni 

soldiers and officers have managed to defect to the opposition.115 It is very telling, 

however, that there have been very few if any mass defections of an entire military 

unit.116 This shows that the al-Assad strategy of maintaining an Allawi dominated 

military has helped to maintain the regime’s dominant position on the battlefield even 

during a widespread civil war. 

The limited size of the loyal Syrian security apparatus, however, was clearly 

insufficient to quell a massive domestic uprising across the entire country and therefore 

the regime has encouraged the development of pro-regime civilian militias to supplement 

the fighting capabilities of the thinly stretched Syrian Arab Army. This strategy was 

employed by Hafez al-Assad during the Islamic Uprising with deadly effectiveness as the 

Baathist militias were able to maintain battlefield security while only four army units 

managed to obliterate the remaining opposition to Baathist regime rule. As the Arab 

Spring Uprising took its toll on the Syrian Arab Army through defections and combat 

losses, the regime began to encourage the growth of civilian defense forces to protect 

regime held neighborhoods from the threat of rebel advances.117 By the end of 2013 the 

Baathist regime began to officially incorporate these civilian militias into the formal 
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security apparatus of the regime under the name of the National Defense Forces 

(NDF).118  

These NDF fighters are provided with weapons and training by the regime and are 

used to defend well established regime territory and reinforce the Syrian Arab Army by 

holding territory won back from the opposition. By the end of 2013 the number of NDF 

fighters was believed to be around 60,000 with most of them having been recruited from 

the minority communities in Syria.119 NDF fighters have been instrumental not only in 

helping defend Damascus from rebel onslaught in 2012, but also in offensive operations 

such as the regime victory in al-Qusayr in June 2013.120 This regime victory in June 2013 

helped tilt the strategic military balance in the regime’s favor and provided momentum 

for them to take back other opposition neighborhoods in Aleppo, Homs, and Damascus.  

Over the course of the conflict the Syrian Arab Army’s command and control has 

been structurally transformed into something more akin to a highly organized and 

powerful militia rather than a national army in order to most effectively react to the 

plethora of security threats throughout the country.121 Through battlefield losses, regime 

efforts to deploy only the most loyal units, and an estimated 30% desertion or defection 

rate to the opposition by Sunni soldier, the regime’s army has been whittled down to its 

most loyal core of fighters.122 This highly trained, loyal, and nimble fighting force of 

approximately 65,000 fighters is able to fight the opposition through the decentralization 
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of combat operations decisions and at a much lower financial cost to the regime.123 

Although prior to the Arab Spring Uprising Bashar al-Assad and his father had required a 

highly centralized decision making process in military operations as Soviet military 

doctrine dictates, the fast pace of the domestic insurgency necessitated that low and mid-

level officers operate free of these decision making constraints.124 This decentralization 

of decision making has allowed for the flexibility required of a counter insurgency 

campaign although at the expense of Bashar al-Assad’s ability to exercise complete 

control over the remnants of the Syrian Arab Army. 

In addition to ceding centralized control of the Syrian Arab Army and the raising 

of pro-regime domestic militias, the Baathist regime has also been forced to seek 

international assistance from armed Shia groups in neighboring Lebanon and Iraq, most 

prominently Hezbollah. By imploring the help of external allies to win the Baathist 

regime’s own fight, the regime is again sacrificing their long term sovereignty in the 

interest of preserving their intermediate survival. The presence of Hezbollah fighters in 

the Syrian Civil War was first prominent throughout the battle for the Lebanese-Syrian 

border city of al-Qusayr in May-June 2013.  

The battle to reclaim city of al-Qusayr was strategically critical for the regime to 

not only link Damascus to the Allawi stronghold along the Mediterranean coast, but also 

to sever Sunni supply lines to opposition fighters in the central Syrian city of Homs.125 In 

the battle of al-Qusayr, Hezbollah took the lead in directing combat operations and even 

                                                 
123 David Axe 
124 Holliday P.29, P.42 
125 Valerie Szybala, The Institute for the Study of War, Assad Strikes Damascus P.17 



 37 

issued orders to Syrian officers.126 Hezbollah’s decision to fight on behalf of the highly 

embattled Baathist regime with several thousand fighters provided a massive boost in 

moral for the flagging regime’s fighting forces, and also helped to turn the tide of the 

civil war in the regime’s favor. Since the official entry of Hezbollah into the Syrian Civil 

War the Baathist regime has managed to not only reinforce critical regime held territory, 

but also win back many neighborhoods and cities from the opposition throughout Syria 

up until the end of 2014. 

 Although the regime has been highly effective at reinforcing the loyal remnants of 

their once formidable conventional army through both the NDF and Hezbollah, the 

overwhelming threats posed by the Arab Spring Uprising have forced the regime to 

tactically retreat from provinces and cities throughout Syria.127 This regime ‘contraction’ 

has thus allowed the regime to concentrate their fighting forces in the most strategically 

important and highly populated territories in southern and central Syria thereby linking 

Damascus to their stronghold in the Allawi majority coastal provinces of Tartus and 

Lattakia. The best evidence of this strategic contraction can be seen at the end of 2012 

when the rebels appeared poised to make significant gains in Damascus. To prevent the 

fall of Damascus the regime consolidated as much as 60% of their armed forces in the 

capital thus sacrificing their territorial control in many less populated areas of the 

country.128 By ceding territory to the armed opposition throughout Syria, the Baathist 
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regime is making a very pragmatic short term decision to ensure their immediate survival 

at the expense of the long term strategic interest of one day ruling all of Syria once again.  

The Syrian Arab Army and pro-regime militias have also concentrated on 

maintaining control over major urban population centers while not committing large 

numbers of troops to holding more rural areas. This gives the visual impression when 

looking at a map that the Baathist regime maintains control of only a small fraction of the 

Syrian state.129 Although the regime has been forced to cede large amounts of ground to 

the mainstream opposition and Islamic extremist fighters, the majority of Syrians still live 

in regime controlled cities or neighborhoods, a fact Bashar al-Assad likes to highlight as 

a reflection of his regime’s popularity.130 While the regime has been forced to withdraw 

from large swaths of territory all across Syria due to a lack of manpower, they still 

maintain the ability to project force into opposition territory with its operational Air 

force. 

 The Syrian Air Force has been the most significant tactical advantage that the 

regime has over the opposition fighters who have had only limited success in downing 

regime aircraft.131 Their ability to project force into opposition territory has helped 

prevent rebels from consolidating their control over towns and cities which they govern 

and thus prevent them from constructing a more cohesive opposition movement.132 The 

regime is also able to augment their declining numbers of available ground assets through 
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the use of the Air Force to ‘soften up’ rebel held territory before the regime forces move 

in thereby decreasing the number of troops required to take back rebel held territory.133 

134 The dominate air power of the regime has also prevented the rebel leaders from 

massing and organizing their fighters together to conduct unified armed operations as 

large groups of rebels would make an easy target for the Syrian Air Force jets and 

helicopters.135 

Although by the end of 2014 the regime has not only sustained massive losses in 

combat helicopters and planes, but also the loss of five of its 25 air bases, the regime 

maintains the ability to strike anywhere in Syria, an ability the rebels and Islamists 

clearly lack. It is believed that prior to the Arab Spring Uprising the Syrian Air Force 

maintained over 500 fixed wing aircraft and 36 attack helicopters, but by the end of 2014 

the Baathist regime could count on only 295 fixed wing aircraft and 25 combat 

helicopters.136 The Baathist regime has compensated for the depletion of their aircraft 

inventory by retooling transport helicopters to drop oil drums stuffed with explosives 

onto rebel held cities or neighborhoods. They have also supplemented their declining 

number of ground assault capable fixed wing aircraft by both flying L-39 Albatross 

trainer jets on combat missions and outfitting air superiority MIG-29 fighter jets with 

cannons designed to strafe rebel ground positions.137 138 The continued operation of the 

Syrian Air Force can be attributed directly to the efforts of Russia to continue to provide 
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the regime with the spare parts and technical experience needed to maintain their aircraft 

over four years of continuous combat operations.139 The importance of the Syrian Air 

Force’s ability to maintain regime dominance of the battlefield through 2014 cannot be 

understated as the regime’s continued survival may very well be tied to the Air Force’s 

ability to continue flying combat operations. 

Although these military tactics, both new and old, have helped to ensure the 

continued survival of the Baathist regime in Syria, they would prove ineffective if not 

combined with the regime’s effective employment of a political strategy designed to both 

divide the opposition and win domestic and international support for their continued rule. 
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Chapter 6: Regime Political Strategy 2011-2014 

 
“The Syrian regime’s biggest trick is to live from the crisis and on the 

edge of the crisis, to play the role of stabilizing factor but to let the crisis 

simmer.”140 

 

 

Like the military tactics highlighted in the previous chapter, the Baathist regime 

in Syria has employed many of the same political tactics that served them well in 

previous instances of domestic upheaval such as dividing the opposition and co-opting or 

coercing domestic and international support for the regime. The existential nature of the 

Arab Spring Uprising, however, has required the regime to employ new tactics to ensure 

their continued rule such as ceding sovereignty over Kurdish territories to the Kurdish 

PYD. As in previous conflicts the regime has worked to effectively control the narrative 

of the conflict in order to both divide the opposition and coalesce support for the regime. 

The regime narrative of the Arab Spring Uprising since the beginning of the conflict, 

according to Emile Hokaymen of the Strategic Institute for International Studies, was that 

the uprising was “a conspiracy backed by the West, Israel, the Gulf States, and Turkey 

and implemented by Islamist and criminal gangs (to assault) the Syrian state, (the) 

champion of Arabism, for its regional alliances, political steadfastness and secular 

character.”141 The regime’s ability to survive thus far can directly be tied to their ability 

to develop this narrative. 
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 In the early days of the Arab Spring Uprising in Syria it was clear that if the 

Baathist regime was going to survive this unprecedented opposition to their hegemony, 

they must divide the opposition amongst its varied political leanings, religious sects, and 

ethnic groups as they had effectively done during both the 1976-1982 Islamic Uprising 

and the 2004-2005 opposition movements. One way that the regime sought to divide the 

opposition was through the application of an overwhelming use of force against unarmed 

demonstrators designed to not only break the will and unity of the opposition, but also 

provoke a militarization of the conflict that would distract from the democratic reforms 

demanded by the protestors. 

 By militarizing the conflict the regime hoped to provoke an armed response by 

the opposition which would help to serve the original regime narrative that Syria was 

facing a military threat by ‘armed gangs’ or ‘Islamic terrorists’.142  The evolution of the 

conflict from a political challenge to their rule to an armed conflict played directly into 

the regime’s hands given their superior military capabilities but dearth of democratic 

political legitimacy.143 Realistically, the regime never had the option of negotiating with 

the protestor’s demands as any democratic concession would have initiated the eventual 

downfall of the Assad dynasty, the Baathist regime, and the Allawi domination of the 

Syrian state. As a minority dominated dictatorial regime, Democracy was not an 

experiment likely to result in maintenance of the long established and tenuously crafted 

status quo. The Baathist regime therefore had to discredit the legitimate pro-democracy 
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demands of the protest movement by provoking armed attacks against regime security 

forces so that they could justify their use of military force against the opposition.   

 Although the establishment of the Free Syrian Army (FSA) in July 2011 was 

initially a noble effort led by army deserters to protect unarmed protestors from regime 

heavy handed repression, its formation helped actualize the original regime narrative.144  

The regime’s strategy of provoking an armed opposition movement to justify their use of 

violence against the opposition resembles the strategy utilized during the 1976-1982 

Islamic Uprising. In that conflict, the Muslim Brotherhood was baited into staging armed 

attacks against the Baathist regime which then legitimized the regime’s use of 

overwhelming force to crush the rebellion.145 This metamorphosis of the narrative in 

Arab Spring Syria from being ‘unarmed protestors vs a repressive autocratic regime’ to 

‘armed anti-regime fighters/ Islamic extremists vs an undesirable yet status quo 

preserving regime’ would benefit the survivability of the regime. 

 While the regime was successful in dividing the opposition by transforming the 

political challenge to their rule into an armed uprising supported by far fewer Syrians, the 

regime was likewise successful at sowing dissent amongst the various armed opposition 

groups that challenged their rule.  Regime attempts to divide the armed opposition have 

been so successful that by the end of 2014 opposition fighters were just as likely to be 

fighting one another as they were to be fighting against the regime. As mentioned 

previously, the regime’s efforts at limiting large scale defections of Sunni officers and 
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soldiers ensured that the armed opposition would remain fragmented. This fragmented 

opposition was not able to coalesce around one ideology or one cohesive strategy for 

overthrowing the regime and therefore remained militarily inferior to the pro-Baathist 

regime forces.  

 The regime hoped to capitalize on the weak state of the fractured opposition by 

sowing increased dissent amongst its ranks. By ceding territorial control of the Syrian 

state to these disjointed armed groups, the regime essentially set the stage for the growth 

of Islamic extremists groups who are known to flock to areas of failing central 

government control (i.e. Afghanistan, Somalia, Iraq, etc). The presence of these Islamic 

groups, al-Nusra Front and Islamic State of Iraq and al-Sham (ISIS), had the desired 

effect of not only further dividing opposition factions but of also lending credence to the 

regime narrative that they were fighting Islamic extremists militants. The regime’s ability 

to showcase this aspect of their narrative has helped them to build domestic and 

international support for their continued rule. 

 The growth of Islamic extremists groups, particularly ISIS, in Syria is perhaps the 

most significant development of the Syrian Arab Spring Uprising that has ensured the 

survival of the Baathist regime. ISIS’s proliferation throughout Syria and the region has 

helped to support the original regime narrative that they are combating ‘foreign supported 

criminal gangs/Islamists’.146 Although it is unlikely that the regime has directly or 

materially supported the development of ISIS, there is little doubt that at times the regime 
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has facilitated its growth by both largely sparing ISIS held ar-Raqa from regime airstrikes 

as well as ignoring ISIS fighters on the battlefield. 

  By not attacking ISIS held ar-Raqa, the provincial capital of ar-Raqa province in 

Eastern Syria, the Baathist regime has allowed ISIS to establish tangible governance over 

a defined geographic terrain, an ability the Baathist regime has long denied the 

mainstream opposition fighters at all costs.147 Only once Western nations began bombing 

ISIS targets in northern Syria did the Baathist regime make a real attempt at striking well 

established ISIS positions in ar-Raqa perhaps in an attempt to send western audiences the 

message that the Syrian Baathist regime was allied with the West in their fight against 

radical Islamic terrorism. The Baathist regime’s attacks against ISIS only after the 

western coalition entered the conflict are a deliberate attempt by the regime to bolster 

their anti-Islamic terrorism credentials and thus build their legitimacy in those in western 

nations who had once called for the regime’s downfall.148 

 Further proof that the regime has facilitated the growth of ISIS can be found in 

data analyzed by IHS Jane’s Terrorism and Insurgency Center that reveals that only 6% 

of regime airstrikes targeted ISIS positions in the first 11 months of 2014.149 The regime 

has instead preferred to concentrate their fight against the more mainstream opposition 

fighters who pose a more existential danger to the regime because of their international 

backing and the geographic terrain which they threaten.150 Since the mainstream 

                                                 
147 Holliday P.20 
148 Karen Leigh, As Syrian Regime Strikes ISIS, Analysts Debate What Comes Next. Syria Deeply.  
149Cassandra Vinograd and Ammar Cheikh Omar, MSNBC, Syria, ISIS Have Been ‘Ignoring’ Each Other 

on Battlefield, Data Suggests;   
150 Vinograd and  Omar 



 46 

opposition threatens such key regime territory as the central Syrian cities of Hama and 

Homs as well as the capital Damascus itself, the regime has concentrated their efforts 

against these opposition fighters. ISIS’s growth in Northeastern Syria is far removed 

from the regime’s heartland and thus proves less of an immediate existential threat to the 

regime’s survival. ISIS has likewise largely limited their armed attacks against regime 

forces as only 13% of their attacks in 2014 targeted the regime with the majority of 

attacks being waged against the mainstream opposition fighters.151 
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Figure 1: Islamic State vs Syrian Forces 152 
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The militarization and subsequent Islamization of the conflict has not only 

divided the opposition, but has also helped build domestic support for the regime from 

amongst religious and ethnic minorities.153 Just as the Baathist regime has promoted the 

narrative that Islamic extremists seek the destruction of modern secular Syria, they have 

also promoted their image as a defender of minority rights. As a result, the majority of 

ethnic and religious minorities in Syria have either remained neutral throughout the 

conflict or actively fought in defense of the regime.  Allawi, Christian, and Kurdish 

preference for the regime over the fractured opposition has provided the regime with a 

significant level of popular support across the country.154  Despite their atrocities, the 

Baathist regime in general and President Bashar al-Assad in particular still enjoy a high 

level of popular support, legitimacy, or at the very least acceptance of their continued rule 

by a large portion of the Syrian constituency in large part because of their claim to defend 

minority rights and promote secularism or moderate interpretations of Islam.155 

 Of all minority groups in Syria, the Allawis most staunchly support president 

Bashar al-Assad and the Baathist regime due to their disproportionate share of power in 

the state. Despite making up only about 11% of the Pre-Arab spring Syrian population, 

the Allawi minority has dominated the Syrian Presidency, the officer corps of the armed 

forces, and the Baath party for decades.156 The Syrian Allawi population clearly has the 

most to lose from any transfer of power to the Sunni majority and thus have provided the 
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bulk of the pro-regime fighters throughout the civil war. 157 As the Syrian revolution has 

progressed from a secular pro-democracy movement to sectarian conflict, the Syrian 

Allawi community has been forced to rally behind President Bashar al-Assad as a means 

to defend their homes against armed Sunni groups regardless of whether they support the 

idea of an al-Assad presidency or the Baathist regime.158 159 This strong support base for 

President Assad has adopted the slogan of “God and Bashar only”, implying that they 

will fight to the death to ensure the maintenance of a regime that they feel may be their 

last hope to avoid being slaughtered by armed Islamic extremist groups. 

 By the end of 2014, however, this indisputably strong Allawi support base for the 

regime had begun to show cracks as the war weary community became increasingly 

disillusioned with the regime’s ability to end the civil war. This minority group has 

become tired of committing the bulk of the regime’s fighters and thus the majority of the 

war casualties in defending the Baathist regime.160 161There have also been reports of 

opposition to Bashar al-Assad’s presidency from amongst the Allawi communities as 

some have blamed his poor leadership for the continuation of the bloody civil war. 

Allawi activists have been waging a #speakup campaign against Bashar al-Assad since 

the al-Taqba Air Base in ar-Raqqa province was overrun by ISIS fighters in late 2014 

resulting in the execution of some 120 Allawi pro-regime fighters.162 Many in the Allawi 
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community believe that the regime should have done more to support the fighters who 

were besieged at al-Taqba air base for months.163 It will be critical for Bashar al-Assad 

and the Baathist regime to maintain the loyalty of their Allawi support base if the regime 

is to survive the civil war. 

 Aside from the Allawi support base, Syrian Christians constitute the 2nd largest 

minority demographic that supports the Baathist regime and President Bashar al-Assad. 

They make up roughly 10% of the pre-Arab Spring Syrian population and have largely 

supported the Baathist regime of Bashar al-Assad owing to his support of religious 

freedom and promotion of secularism.164 165 Syrian Christians also support al-Assad out 

of fear for their livelihoods in Syria should a conservative Sunni dominated government 

take control of the state.166 In order to supplement this loyal demographic, the Baathist 

regime encouraged the emigration of perhaps as many as 500,000 Iraqi Christians to 

Syria after the American invasion of Iraq in 2003.167 Throughout the crisis Syrian 

Christians have been known to serve in local neighborhood pro-regime militias and serve 

in the National Defense Forces.168 169 

Perhaps most surprisingly, the Syrian Kurdish ethnic minority group has largely 

accepted the Baathist regime during the Arab Spring Uprising despite past regime 

transgressions against the community including its denial of hundreds of thousands of 
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Kurds citizenship for decades. The regime has been able to co-opt the Kurds, who make 

up 9% of the population, through both the offering of citizenship to nearly 300,000 

stateless Kurds and by allowing Kurdish leadership to set up their own autonomous 

government and security forces in Kurdish territory while still collecting salaries from the 

regime.170 171 This regime-Kurdish ‘alliance’ is rather a mutual preference for a stable 

secular state rather than a firm ideological pact. Kurdish leadership has calculated that the 

Baathist regime has more to offer them in terms of their long term strategic interest of 

establishing a more autonomous Kurdish community in Syria than the Islamist rebels 

who seek to overthrow the regime. Although the regime and the Kurdish communities 

have cooperated to maintain stability in the far northeastern al-Hasakah province, 

Kurdish forces in other parts of the country such as Kobane have cooperated with 

mainstream opposition fighters of the Free Syrian Army in their fight against ISIS. This 

shows that the Kurdish minority in Syria is willing to coordinate their actions with any 

actor whose short term strategic interests align with their own. 

The Baathist regime has taken advantage of this remarkable regime-Kurdish 

alliance (or alignment of interests) to redeploy their armed forces from much of al-

Hasakah province while leaving security and governance largely in the hands of the PYD 

and their armed component the YPG. 172 173 This political approach of tactically 

withdrawing from much of the predominately Kurdish territory in al-Hasakah province 
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bears resemblance to the military tactic employed by the regime to contract its zones of 

territorial control to the major urban population centers throughout Syria. In Kurdish al-

Hasakah province, the regime has maintained a presence in the major cities of al-

Qamishli and al-Hasakah and has been instrumental in providing material assistance to 

the YPG to continue the fight against jihadist opposition fighters.174 Again, the regime is 

forced to make the pragmatic short term decision to ally with the Kurds and turn over 

sovereignty of al-Hasakah province to the PYD in order to support their immediate war 

effort at the detriment to their long term strategic goal of one day reasserting territorial 

control over all of Syria. 

Aside from these minority groups, many non-Kurdish Sunnis support, accept, or 

at the very least tolerate the continued rule of the Baathist regime in Syria for a variety of 

reasons including its ability to provide domestic stability. The regime has striven to 

promote an image of normalcy and stability throughout the conflict in regime held cities 

and neighborhoods through such acts as the staging of presidential and parliamentary 

elections.175 By holding elections the Baathist regime hopes to present the image of a 

well-functioning state and understate the truly existential threat of the Arab Spring 

Uprising. Still other Sunnis, such as the Sunni merchant class in Damascus, support the 

regime for economic reasons. As mentioned in Chapter Two, the Sunni Merchant class in 

Damascus has been a critical supporter of the Baathist regime ever since they sided with 

the regime against the Islamic Uprising from 1976-1982. Although many in the Sunni 
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merchant class may sympathize with the goals of the mainly Sunni opposition fighters, 

the Baathist regime of Bashar al-Assad offers them the best chance at a stable situation in 

Syria and therefore their best opportunity at economic success. 

Those Syrians that the regime is not able to co-opt are subjected to attempts at 

coercion through the regime’s employment of weapons of mass terror, such as the barrel 

bomb, on civilian targets in rebel held territory. The regime’s objective in using the barrel 

bomb, a large oil drum stuffed with explosives and dropped from a helicopter,  is to 

terrorize those civilians living in opposition held territory to influence them to flee to the 

relative stability offered in regime held neighborhoods or cities.176 In addition to the 

barrel bomb, the regime has also used precision weaponry and ballistic missiles to target 

civilian infrastructure such as bakeries in rebel held territory to force citizens to flee rebel 

control.177 This movement of citizens from decimated rebel neighborhoods and cities to 

the relative safety provided in regime districts allows the regime to maintain control over 

the majority of the Syrian population even if they cannot maintain control over a majority 

of the Syrian territory.178 179 This ‘depopulation’ of rebel held territory is designed as a 

collective punishment against those Syrians that tolerate rebel rule and reveals the great 

lengths the regime is willing to go in order to maintain their grasp on power.180 The 
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regime is certainly willing to burn whatever remains of the Syrian state to the ground 

rather than cede control to the opposition.  

 The regime’s strategy of depopulating rebel held territory throughout Syria has 

not only had the effect of coercing civilians to support or tolerate the regime, but has also 

resulted in a decrease of popular support for mainstream rebels battling the regime. 

Reports from a divided Aleppo suggest that civilians have forced rebel groups out of their 

neighborhoods in order to protect their homes from destruction by the regime.181  Despite 

the fact that some of these civilians may be sympathetic to the goals of the mainstream 

opposition, they prefer the preservation of their property and livelihoods over the 

overthrow of the dictatorial regime. In order to preserve their popularity, some rebel 

groups such as the Tawhid brigade have been forced to alter their strategy for conquering 

major urban centers such as Aleppo by operating on the outskirts of the city so as to not 

provoke a major regime backlash that would have a negative effect on the rebel group’s 

popular support.182  

 Despite these horrifying attempts by the Baathist regime to coerce ordinary Syrian 

civilians to accept their continued rule, the regime has managed to build a surprising level 

of international support beyond their traditional allies of Russia and Iran. They have 

achieved this international support through the promotion of their narrative of combating 

Islamic extremist terrorism, especially after the rapid rise of ISIS. Although in 2011 US 

President Barack Obama had called for Bashar al-Assad to leave power, by the end of 
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2014 the Syrian Baathist regime found itself in a tacit alliance with the United States in 

their bombing campaign against ISIS in Iraq and Syria.183 184Although the United States 

is not supportive of President Assad or the Baathist regime, the growing threat posed by 

Islamic terror groups based in areas beyond the regime’s control makes Bashar al-

Assad’s rule the lesser of two evils. The downfall of the Baathist regime would also 

likely result in the complete failure of the state and allow for an even greater expansion of 

Islamic extremist terror groups in Syria. The United States has therefore at least 

temporarily backed off its demands that Bashar al-Assad leave power and instead called 

for him to lead a process of reform.185 

 The surprising return of the Syrian Baathist regime to international legitimacy in 

2013-2014 is reminiscent of the regime’s return from international isolation after the 

Hariri assassination in 2005. Following the 2004-2005 opposition movements the regime 

managed to claw their way back into the international scene by stepping up their efforts 

to combat Islamic extremist terrorism in Iraq. This present alignment of interests in the 

fight against radical Islamic terror groups by the West and Damascus is eerily similar to 

what occurred in 2006. Although it is highly doubtful the world will witness President 

Assad hosting a French President in Damascus years after the conclusion of the Syrian 

Civil War as was the case in 2008, it would be foolish to discount the resiliency of the 

Baathist regime in Syria and any possibility of their return as a player in the international 

scene. As long as the problem of international Islamic extremist terror aggravates 
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throughout the Arab World, the international community will likely throw its support 

behind any leader who confronts this menace regardless of past transgressions.  
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Chapter 7: Arab Spring in Yemen, Egypt, and Tunisia 

 
 While the preceding chapters have sought to explain how the Baathist regime has 

managed to retain its hold on power throughout the Arab Spring Uprising, the analysis is 

incomplete without examining the uniquely Syrian conditions that have both permitted 

the regime’s response and helped cause the ensuing civil war. Since the uprising in Syria 

occurred at exactly the same time as other uprisings in the region and for the same 

fundamental reasons, one may expect the Syrian situation to be reflected in other Arab 

Spring afflicted states such as Yemen, Egypt, and Tunisia, but by the end of 2014 only 

Syria finds itself deeply embroiled in a long and bloody civil war. While all these states 

experienced fundamentally similar domestic calls for reform, by the end of 2014 all had 

witnessed entirely different outcomes ranging from a political though largely non-violent 

stalemate in Yemen, an authoritarian retrenchment in Egypt, and democratic development 

in Tunisia.  The concluding analysis will seek to explain the uniquely Syrian deadly 

concoction that ensured its descent into years of armed conflict and civil war by 

comparing the Syrian Arab Spring with the Yemeni, Egyptian, and Tunisian Arab 

Springs. 

 In comparing the Arab Spring Uprisings of Yemen, Tunisia, and Egypt, the 

conditions that gave rise to the uprising in Yemen most closely resemble those found in 

Syria. Like Syria, the modern Yemeni state was built on a diverse and tribal community 

that has necessitated a balancing of various groups to maintain the ruling supremacy of an 

autocratic central government. In fact, Yemen’s former president Ali Abdullah Saleh 
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(1978-2012) employed many of the same strategies utilized by the Baathist regime in 

Syria such as dividing opposition forces and co-opting international support for his 

General People’s Congress (GPC) regime. Although the Yemeni GPC regime attempted 

to utilize many of the same tactics as the Baathist regime in Syria at the onset of the Arab 

Spring protest movement, key differences in army loyalty, location of the protest 

movement, and Saleh’s international alliances have contributed to the divergence in 

political outcomes. 

 Opposition to Saleh’s GPC regime in Yemen historically came from a variety of 

actors and armed groups including General Ali Mohsen of the 1
st
 Armored Division, the 

Houthi Rebels based in the northern Saada province, the southern Hiraak movement, and 

Al-Qaeda in the Arabian Peninsula (AQAP). Prior to the Arab Spring Uprising Saleh was 

able to maintain his hold on power by balancing these groups against one another thereby 

weakening their individual ability to threaten his regime. 

 One example of this balancing strategy can be seen in the years before the Arab 

Spring Uprising as the most imminent threat to Saleh came from within the regime itself.  

General Ali Mohsen of the 1
st
 Armored Division, a man widely considered to be the 

second most powerful leader in Yemen, was often opposed to Saleh’s leadership and may 

have aspired to replace Saleh as Yemen’s leader. To lessen the threat posed by Mohsen, 

Saleh deployed only Mohsen’s 1
st
 Armored Division to fight the Houthi rebellion in the 

country’s northern Saada province in the hopes that this war would weaken those forces 
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loyal to Mohsen.186 187 These wars against the Houthi rebels in the north therefore had the 

dual effect of both weakening the Houthi rebels and Ali Mohsen’s 1
st
 Armored Division 

while permitting Saleh and his loyal Republic Guard troops to maintain a healthy grasp 

on power in Sanaa. 

 In addition to balancing opposition to his rule, President Saleh and his GPC 

regime also managed to co-opt significant international support for the regime throughout 

the 2000s owing to their claim of maintaining stability in an extremely fractious state rife 

with Islamic extremist terror groups. In fact, President Saleh has at times promoted this 

regime narrative by releasing known AQAP militants from prison.188 By preserving the 

threat that AQAP poses to Yemen and the West, Saleh could count on continued 

economic and military support from the United States.189 Prior to the Arab Spring 

Uprising, Saleh was generally able to deflect international calls for reform by claiming to 

be the only leader capable of maintaining a tenuous hold on the security and stability of 

Yemen.190  

 Although, like the al-Assads in Syria, President Saleh was generally successful in 

balancing opposition and co-opting international support for his regime for decades, key 

differences in both the structure of the regime and the conduct of the Arab Spring protest 

movement have contributed to the regime’s partial acquiescence to the demands of the 

Arab Spring opposition including the resignation of President Saleh in 2012. 
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 The first major difference between Yemen and Syria’s respective Arab Spring 

Uprisings is that while the core of the Syrian Arab Army has remained loyal to the 

Baathist regime, much of the Yemeni Army defected to support the protest movement 

after March 18
th

 2011 when pro-Saleh gunman killed 50 unarmed protestors in Sanaa.191 

The division of the Yemeni Army following this massacre generally occurred along the 

pre-established rift that had been developing for years between the President Saleh’s 

fiercely loyal Republican Guard and Ali Mohsen’s 1
st
 Armored Division.192 Without the 

loyalty of all of his armed forces, Saleh was eventually forced to submit to some of the 

demands of the opposition including his resignation from office. Although defections in 

the Syrian Arab Army have not been insignificant, to date no division sized elements of 

the armed forces have defected together to support the uprising. This lack of a massive 

defection has prevented the armed opposition’s ability to coalesce around one coherent 

plan of attack to bring down the Baathist regime. When senior Syrian Arab Army officers 

defect to the opposition they do so on their own or in small groups failing to bring with 

them those soldiers that can be counted on to loyally follow their command. 

 A second key difference between the Yemeni and Syrian Arab Spring Uprisings 

has been the location of the protest movement. In Syria, the protest movement was 

strongest in small or medium sized cities without ever really taking hold in the capital 

Damascus or its largest city Aleppo. In Yemen, however, the protest movement was 
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centered in the capital Sanaa as well as the main southern city of Aden.193 The central 

location of the protest movement made it hard for the GPC regime to claim that they 

maintained widespread popular support and legitimacy as tens of thousands openly 

protested against their rule in the heart of the regime’s power base. Unlike in Syria where 

life in Damascus and Aleppo largely continued as normal during the initial months of the 

protest movement, Yemeni protestors were prominently featured in the heart of the 

regime’s power base thus giving the impression that Saleh had lost the popular legitimacy 

to maintain his rule. 

 The final key difference that has influenced a divergence in results between 

Yemen and Syria can be found in the respective regime’s international partnerships. 

While Saleh in Yemen forged close relations with the United States in his apparent 

efforts to confront Islamic terror groups in Yemen such as AQIM, al-Assad in Syria 

instead stood against an increased role of Western governments in the Middle East. 

Choosing to ally or not with the United States has had far reaching ramifications for both 

regimes both in terms of their domestic popular support and their ability to respond to 

internal opposition movements. 

 In terms of popularity, al-Assad in Syria has managed to co-opt a significant level 

of domestic support merely for his consistent opposition to Western involvement in the 

Middle East.194 Saleh, however, openly welcomed assistance from the West and has even 

allowed the United States to conduct drone strikes throughout Yemen. This international 
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alliance with the United States and the West against al-Qaeda negatively impacted his 

domestic popularity in exchange for increased international support. Saleh’s lack of 

domestic popularity would inevitably make his rule susceptible to Arab Spring protests 

and may have had a hand in forcing him to eventually resign from office. 

 Saleh’s international alliances with the West also limited the ability of the GPC 

regime to violently suppress the unarmed protest movement in Yemen. Although Saleh’s 

forces certainly did violently subdue many protests, he was generally unable to unleash 

terrible violence on his people or risk losing the international support and legitimacy he 

enjoyed from the West.195 Unlike in Syria, where al-Assad and the Baathist regime were 

free to continually raise the level of violence inflicted on their constituency without 

concern for losing international support, the GPC regime in Yemen had to walk a fine 

line between repressing opposition and maintaining international alliances. 

 The Arab Spring developments in Egypt and Tunisia over the past four years 

(2011-2014) contrast with what has taken place in Syria and Yemen thus far as they have 

been able to avoid large scale unrest and civil war. Although like the Syrian and Yemeni 

people, Egyptians and Tunisians protested against corrupt autocratic central governments, 

key differences in their militaries’ ability to maintain stability during transition periods 

have allowed them to escape the Syrian fate. While both states were able to avoid civil 

war during the Arab Spring through the stability provided by their loyal militaries, there 

exists a large gulf in the degree of democratic development in post-revolutionary Egypt 

and Tunisia. While Tunisia has witnessed tremendous democratic development, Egypt 
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has instead seen a retrenchment of the authoritarian regime. This divergence in 

democratic development can in part be attributed to the Tunisian and Egyptian militaries 

historical role in the politics of state 

 In Egypt, the Arab Spring protest movement was successful in unseating longtime 

autocrat Hosni Mubarak (1981-2011), but inevitably did not result in a true overthrow of 

the military dominated regime which had ruled Egypt since 1952. Although the Arab 

Spring protest movement in Egypt was inspired by the revolution occurring in 

neighboring Tunisia, it was also fueled by uniquely Egyptian issues such as high rates of 

youth unemployment, rising food prices, and Mubarak’s plan to hereditarily pass the 

presidency to his son Gamal Mubarak.196 Mubarak had also ruled under a declared ‘State 

of Emergency’ ever since he ascended to the presidency following the assassination of 

President Sadat in 1981. This emergency law had been a point of contention with the 

Egyptian people as it limited their free speech and increased the power of the police to 

enforce the laws or allow for extended detention of citizens.  

Despite the economic strain and the limits on freedom imposed by the military 

dominated regime that drove Egyptians to protest in historic numbers, the regime was 

able to maintain its hold on power in part because of its ability to replace top leadership. 

Unlike the unstable political history of Syria which necessitated the diffusion of power 

across a variety regime pillars, a history of relative political stability in Egypt allowed the 
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Egyptian military dominated regime to centralize power in the hands of the president.197 

This high centralization of regime power under President Mubarak would however make 

him susceptible to an overthrow by members of his own regime as it is easier to replace 

the head of a totem pole (Mubarak) then to replace then center pole of a tent (al-

Assad).198  In other words, Mubarak’s presidency could be sacrificed to preserve the 

regime while al-Assad’s presidency was the only thing holding the regime together and 

thus could not be replaced. In the face of overwhelming domestic opposition, President 

Mubarak was inevitably abandoned by the regime and forced to resign from office on 

February 11
th

 2011. 

   Following the overthrow of Mubarak, the Egyptian military assumed command 

of the state through the Supreme Council of the Armed Forces (SCAF) and set to work 

both securing the stability of the state and ensuring their hold on power would not be 

threatened during the political transition. In addition to having ruled directly in an interim 

capacity under Field Marshall Tantawi from February 2011-June 2012, SCAF ensured 

their continued influence in Egyptian politics by increasing their own executive powers at 

the expense of the office of the president immediately before the 2012 presidential 

election of Muslim Brotherhood candidate Mohammad Morsi. These presidential powers 

were transferred by SCAF to the newly constituted National Defense Council (NDC) 

comprised of fourteen top army, police, intelligence, and cabinet officials.199 This 
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political move sought to limit the executive power of Morsi and preserve the military 

regime’s dominance of politics behind the scenes in post-revolutionary Egypt. 

 After president Mohammad Morsi (2012-2013) was overthrown in a military coup 

led by General Abdel Fattah al-Sisi in July 2013, the military dominated regime was able 

to reclaim the presidency and restore their absolute hold on power. The coup and the 

subsequent rigged presidential election of Sisi nullified any democratic development 

witnessed in Egypt over the course of the Arab Spring protest movement, but nonetheless 

Egypt has managed to escape the horrible Syrian fate of civil war. The Egyptian 

military’s ability to maintain the reins of power and prevent large scale destruction or 

armed revolutionary violence has been critical to maintaining stability in Egypt. The 

historical role of the Egyptian military in the politics of the state, however, ensured that 

their actions during the transition would be self-interested much unlike the role played by 

the military in neighboring Tunisia during its own Arab Spring Revolution.  

 Like Egypt, Tunisia is a homogenous state with a history of political stability, but 

unlike Egypt where the military has been at the center of power for generations, the 

Tunisian military has been intentionally distanced from the politics of the state. President 

Bourguiba (1957-1987) had feared the institutional strength of the military and therefore 

sought to limit its strength and prevent its interference in politics. This combination of a 

unified demographic, a stable political history, and an apolitical military provided the 

conditions necessary for the type of democratic development not witnessed elsewhere in 

the Arab World. It is only fitting that the birthplace of the Arab Spring revolutions has 

witnessed the greatest degree of democratic reform. 
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When the Tunisian people rose up in massive protests against the regime of Ben 

Ali (1987-2011) at the end of 2010, it was not because of economic deprivation as the 

country had actually been doing quite well economically during his rule, but rather the 

Tunisian people sought to bring down the regime because of how it offended their 

dignity.200 Widespread beliefs in Tunisia were that Ben Ali intended to pass the 

presidency on to a member of his own family, and that the economic prosperity of the 

country was only benefitting the crony capitalists that surrounded Ali.201 This perception 

of inequality was compounded by the opulent life lived by Ali and his family while the 

scourge of youth unemployment became increasingly worse. President Ben Ali had also 

strictly limited freedom of speech, the development of independent political parties, and 

amended the constitution to allow for his exceptionally long tenure as president. These 

offenses against the dignity of the Tunisian people drove them to protest the regime in 

massive proportions. When Ben Ali’s police and security forces were overwhelmed by 

the protest movement, he deployed the military to supplement his domestic security 

apparatus. The military, however, deployed not in defense of the regime, but rather in 

defense of the protest movement. 

 Although it was initially shocking when General  Rachid Ammar of the Tunisian 

army declared that he would not fire on those protesting the rule of Ben Ali and thus 

allow for the downfall of the regime, in retrospect this move makes perfect sense given 

how the military was treated under both presidents Bourguiba and Ben Ali. As mentioned 
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earlier, the Tunisian military was intentionally kept both weak and apolitical under their 

leadership in order to pre-empt any potential for a military coup. What remains shocking, 

however, is how the Tunisian military leadership did not seek to increase their own 

political clout and improve the institutional standing of the military in the wake of the 

power vacuum left by the retreating Ben Ali regime. In fact, the only speech that General 

Ammar made in public following the resignation of Ben Ali did not come until ten days 

later when he declared that the military’s role would be temporary and act only as 

guarantors of the revolution.202 During this speech General Ammar proclaimed that the 

revolution was, “Our revolution, your revolution, the revolution of the youth.”203 To date 

the military has stayed out of politics and has only taken up the role of securing the law 

and order in the streets while the police forces are reformed and reconstituted.204  

 The actions of the Syrian Arab Army do not in any way resemble either the 

Egyptian or the Tunisian model as they have defended both the regime and President 

Assad with utter brutality. The Syrian military could not have acted as the Egyptian 

military had as replacing Assad with a military general would have upset the delicate 

balance of power amongst other regime players such as the Baath party or the intelligence 

services. They also couldn’t have been counted on to lead a peaceful democratic 

transition as in Tunisia since democratic development would likely erode their preferred 

political standing in domestic affairs. The Syrian military therefore responded in the only 

way they knew how, with utter brutality. 
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Afterword 

 
 By the middle of 2015 it appears that many of the battlefield gains made by the 

Baathist regime in the two years following their decisive victory in the battle for al-

Qusayr in May 2013 are being reversed. The regime continues to lose territory to the 

mainstream opposition groups allied with al-Nusra Front in both Idlib province in the 

north and Dera’a and Quneitra provinces in the south. In March and April 2015 the cities 

of Idlib and Jisr al-Shughour fell to the united opposition front known as al-Fatih Army 

opening the way for the rebels to make their way into the regime heartland of Allawi 

dominated Lattakia province.205 206 Meanwhile, ISIS gains in the eastern Homs province 

have threatened the ancient city of Palmyra and surrounding gas fields.207 208 All these 

developments leave analysts wondering if this is the beginning of the end for the Baathist 

regime, but recent history proves that the regime is both well entrenched and capable of 

overcoming opposition to their rule. Without increased international intervention on 

either side of the conflict, the civil war in Syria will likely drag on for years in a relative 

stalemate. Several decisive factors such as western coalition airstrikes against the regime 

or increased Iranian support for al-Assad could sway the course of the conflict in the 

short or intermediate future, but either way the overall long term trajectory of the conflict 

appears likely to result in a fragmented and failed state in the heart of the Middle East. 
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The momentum of the conflict has often vacillated among favoring the regime, 

the rebels, or ISIS over the past four years and it can be assumed that the same pattern 

will continue through 2015 and 2016. When in 2012 the regime was forced to deploy as 

much as 60% of their armed fighters in the capital Damascus to prevent its fall to the 

rebels, many presumed the regime was seeing its last days in power, yet the regime 

managed to stave off this attack and regain momentum in the conflict only months later 

in the May 2013 battle for al-Qusayr. The mainstream opposition likewise seemed on the 

ropes with the tremendous growth of ISIS in the spring of 2014 that saw the Islamic 

terror group exert its absolute domination over the majority of rebel held territory in 

northern and eastern Syria, yet in early 2015 tremendous rebel gains against the regime 

have been reported in Idlib province owing to new rebel unity and increased foreign 

assistance from Turkey, Saudi Arabia, and Qatar.209 For ISIS, just as it seemed like they 

were going to lose momentum because of their defeat in al-Kobani in northern Syria in 

the first half of 2015 to the Kurdish PYD, Iraqi Kurdish Peshmerga, FSA fighters, and 

US airstrikes, they managed to instead reassert their battlefield dominance by establishing 

a foothold in the Damascus suburb of Yarmouk as well as expel the Syrian Arab Army 

from the medium sized city of Palmyra in eastern Homs province. This ebb and flow of 

the conflict will likely continue over the next 1-2 years unless there is a dramatic change 

in foreign support for either the rebels or the regime. 
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Illustration 2: Areas of Control in Syria May 2015 210 

 

At time of writing in May 2015 the map above details the current territorial 

control in Syria taken from crowd source information and published on Wikipedia. This 

map shows the gains made by the moderate rebels, ISIS, and Jabhat al-Nusra since the 

beginning of 2015. In late May 2015 it is estimated that the Baathist regime maintained 
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territorial control over only 20-30% of Syria yet governs  55- 72% of the remaining 

population.211 212 

Throughout the conflict it has been clear that the Baathist regime has maintained 

supremacy of the battlefield primarily through its dominate airpower.213 Western 

coalition airstrikes against the regime designed to eliminate the Syrian Air Force’s 

capabilities would certainly aid the rebels in their advance on the regime heartland and 

may eventually lead to an overthrow of the regime. Coalition airstrikes are highly 

unlikely at this point, however, as the airstrikes against the regime with the intention of 

helping mainstream rebels would likewise assist ISIS fighters and bring about the fall of 

the last vestiges of government control in what is already nearly a failed state.  

 A rebel overthrow of the regime would also not end the fighting as the 

sectarianism of the conflict would persist long after the fall of the regime. Armed Allawi 

militants will continue to defend their homelands against Sunnis looking to exact revenge 

on the Allawi community for atrocities committed by the regime over course of the civil 

war. With the downfall of the regime, minority groups such as Christians and Druze may 

also seek to flee the country in mass fearing the conservative Sunni coalition that would 

likely replace the Baathist regime that, despite its terrible atrocities and human rights 

abuses, has a record of defending religious minorities. Well-armed Allawis would 

attempt to establish sovereignty over the coastal western provinces of Lattakia and 
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Tartus. Kurdish PYD fighters would maintain sovereignty over the far north and establish 

a new Syrian Kurdish state of Rojava.  

The scenario depicted in the map below can be classified as the worst case 

scenario for the Baathist regime as it essentially means that the regime has lost the civil 

war. Former regime officials and security personnel will likely flee to the coastal Allawi 

stronghold defended by remnants of the Syrian Arab Army, NDF militants, and 

Hezbollah or other foreign Shia militants. It is highly unlikely that ISIS militants or 

mainstream opposition rebels would ever conquer these ancestral Allawi lands given the 

large amount of military hardware in the hands of Allawi fighters left to defend a 

relatively small tract of land. This scenario also assumes that the civil war will continue 

beyond the fall of the Baathist regime as ISIS and mainstream opposition fighters will 

remain engaged in battle for control of the core of the Syrian state. The Kurdish PYD in 

northern Syria will officially declare independence once the regime retreats from al-

Qamishli and al-Hasakah. The Kurdish enclaves of Kobani and Afrin would only survive 

if alliances are made with moderate Arab opposition fighters as Turkey would likely 

block the delivery of arms to these provinces of a newly declared Kurdish state. 
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Worst Case Scenario for Baathist Regime 

 

Illustration 3: Worst Case Scenario for Baathist Regime 

 

If the Baathist regime can survive the onslaught by ISIS and mainstream 

opposition fighters through the summer 2015, it is plausible that the regime may be able 

to reverse these gains from increased Iranian support. Thus far Iranian support for the 

regime, although substantial, is limited by the economic strain of sanctions imposed by 
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the West as a result of their nuclear program. As these sanctions are lifted through 

nuclear negotiations, it can be surmised that Iran would be able to increase its economic 

and military assistance to the regime and to Hezbollah. Although rebel gains in Idlib 

province in the north and Quneitra and Dara’a provinces in the south may be reversed by 

the regime through increased support by Iran, it is highly unlikely that the regime will 

ever reassert control over ar-Raqqa or much of eastern Homs province given the 

territories’ low strategic importance and the well-entrenched position of ISIS. A regime 

‘victory’ in the Syrian Civil War would not likely constitute their  being able to 

effectively control all territory within Syria, but would rather encompass the regime’s 

ability to govern all major urban areas outside of ar-Raqqa, eastern Homs, and much of 

al-Hasakah province.  

In this best case scenario for the regime depicted in the map below, it is assumed 

that the mainstream opposition fighters have almost entirely been defeated thus leaving 

the regime to primarily fight the ISIS extremist group. Increased Kurdish autonomy in the 

north of Syria is permitted by the regime as long as the regime is allowed to maintain a 

presence in the major cities of al-Hasakah and Qamishli. The regime would also continue 

to maintain a presence around Deir ez-Zor in the battle against ISIS militants in the 

sparsely populated east. This scenario assumes that the international community has once 

again accepted the legitimacy of the Baathist regime as rulers of Syria and may even 

support them in their fight against ISIS. Again, this scenario presupposes a dramatic 

increase in military and economic aid from Iran to the Baathist regime. This map likely 

depicts what a regime ‘victory’ in the Syrian civil war may look like. 
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Best Case Realistic Scenario for Baathist Regime 

 

Illustration 4: Best Case Realistic Scenario for Baathist Regime 

 

As of May 2015 the most likely scenario to occur over the next 1-2 years in Syria, 

without a major change in international involvement as highlighted above, would be the 

further contraction of the Baathist regime to major urban population centers such as 

Damascus in the south, Homs and Hama in the central corridor, and Lattakia and Tartus 
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province on the Mediterranean coast. This implies the regime’s withdrawal or defeat 

from Deir ez-zor, al-Hasakah, Suwayda, Qamishli, Quientra, Dera’a, and perhaps even 

Aleppo.214 215 The regime will likely be defeated or forced to withdrawal from these 

territories due to a lack of manpower as battlefield attrition, desertion, war fatigue, and 

low troop moral will limit the already stretched combat effectiveness of pro-regime 

forces. Increased reliance on NDF fighters, allied militias, Iran, and Hezbollah will 

continue to erode the regime’s clout over even those areas nominally under their 

control.216 Bashar al-Assad and his regime have consistently shown their willingness to 

continually hand over Syrian sovereignty to non-Syrian actors in the attempt to defeat the 

opposition, and this pattern is likely to accelerate as the Syrian Arab Army continues to 

disintegrate under combat fatigue. The conflict can be expected to remain in a stalemate 

over the next several years with none of the major armed groups being able to effectively 

control all of Syria. This stalemate, in the long term, is likely to create a failed state 

directly in the heart of the Middle East. 

The map below depicts the most likely scenario in Syria over the next 1-2 years as 

the regime will continually contract its areas of territorial control to the major urban 

population centers in Damascus, the central Syrian corridor, and in the coastal provinces. 

This scenario presupposes that the regime withdrawals from Suwayda province given its 

low strategic value and the rising opposition to the regime coming from its Druze 
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community.217 218 The regime will also be compelled to eventually abandon its outposts 

in Deir ez-zor, al-Hasakah, and al-Qamishli and may be forced to retreat from Aleppo as 

a desperation move to maintain control of the more strategically important Damascus, 

Homs, and Hama. Despite these regime re-deployments, the Baathist regime will still 

govern a significant percentage of the remaining Syrian population and will still 

nominally rule Syria given their control of the capital. Kurdish forces, without the 

regime’s continued presence in Qamishli and al-Hasakah, will likely formally declare the 

independent Kurdish state of Rojava. Mainstream opposition and ISIS fighters can be 

expected to continue to battle both one another and the regime thus limiting their ability 

to conquer the major urban areas still under regime control. 
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Most Likely Scenario 2016-2017 

 

Illustration 5: Most Likely Scenario 2016-2017 

 

Although the Baathist regime in Syria may inevitably be defeated either at the 

hands of the mainstream opposition/al-Nusra/Salafi coalition or to ISIS, the opposition 

will not govern the same Syrian state the world knew before the 2011 Arab Spring 

Uprising. The Baathist regime will burn Syria to the ground before it relinquishes control 
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of Damascus and therefore the choices for Syrians and the international community are 

stark. Negotiate with the regime responsible for the slaughter of hundreds of thousands of 

innocent Syrians, or see what remains of Syria go up in flames. Bashar al-Assad cannot 

be the man in charge of Syria’s long term destiny, but he and his regime need to be a part 

of any negotiated transition to ending the conflict. This is quite simply the only way out. 

The resiliency of the Baathist regime over the past 45 years has proven this. 
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