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The struggle for power in Syria and
the Ba'th Party (1958-1966)

By Nikolaos van Dam

Introduction

On March 8, 1963, several groups of nationalist Syrian
officers took over power in Syria. Although Nasserist, Arab
Nationalist, Socialist Unionist and Ba‘thist officers had all
taken part in this successful coup, it appeared later as if the
Ba‘thists had played the most prominent part, because half
of the newly formed national front government of Salah al-
Din al-Bitar consisted of Ba‘thists. In reality however the
Ba‘th party did not play any significant role at all during
the Revolution of March 8. It was a group of former Ba'thist
officers who played an essential role during the coup, and
afterwards used the name of the Ba‘th party as an official
cover for their own activities. To understand what exactly
hanpened, we have to go back to the beginning of the union
of Syria and Egypt.

During the negotiations for a union between Syria and
Egypt in 1958, president ‘Abd al-Nésir stated as a precon-
dition that the Syrian political parties should be dissolved,
and that the Syrian army was to retire from politics?). The
Ba‘th leaders Michel °‘Aflag, Saldh al-Din al-Bitdr and
Akram al-Hawrani accepted these preconditions partly out
of idealistic motives, and partly to solve the difficulties
among themselves?). On February 1, 1958, a Syrian Region-
al Congress of the Ba‘th was held at which the proposal of
the party leadership to. dissolve the party organization in
Syria was unanimously approved %. As what usually hap-
pened with decisions that affected the future of the party,
the party command did not seek the approval of lower
party members, Moreover, the members of the Syrian Re-
gional Congress had not been chosen by the party base, but
had been previously selected by the party leadership in
such a way, that the chance for a voting against the dissolu-
tion of the party organization in Syria was practically nil.
As was to become clear later on, many party members
did not agree at all with dissolving the party in Syria, and
this caused a great rift between them and the party
leadership of ‘Aflaq, Bitdr and Hawrani %), Contrary to the
decisions of the party leadership however, many party
members refused to dissolve their cells and ramained or-
ganized secielly during the union with Egypt.

The Ba‘thist officers

President °‘Abd al-Nasir had demanded that all Syrian
officers should refrain from political activities. This meant
that many Ba‘thist officers were to pay the price of the
submittance agreed to by their civilian party leaders to "Abd
al-Nasir's demands. Considering them less dangerous when
far away from Syria, the U.A.R. army command transferred
in the summer of 1959, a great number of younger Ba'thist
officers to Egypt under the pretext of training and special-
ization. These Ba‘thist officers were embittered by their
transfers, and were under the impression that “Abd al-Nasir
did not trust them. Moreover they were opposed to his
dictatorial attitude, which made them feel as though the
Syrians were treated as inferiors to the Egyptians. Mean-
while Egyptian officers replaced the transferred Syrian offi-
cers in Syria. The Ba‘thist officers also strongly resented
the fact that the traditional Ba‘th leadership of ‘Aflaq, Bitar
and Hawrani had dissolved the party without any guaran-
tees, and that they had tied Syria to Egypt in such a way
that it had worsened the position of the Ba‘thist officers ).
Shortly after their transter to Egypt in the summer of 1959,
a number of younger Ba‘thist officers formed a secret mili-
tary organization that later became known under the name
of the “Military Committee”. The highest leadership of this
Military Committee consisted of five officers, of whom three
were “Alawis, notably Muhammad ‘Umrén, Salah Jadid an:
Hafiz al-Asad, and two were Ismé‘ilis, notably ‘Abd
al-Karim al-Jundi and Ahmad al-Mir. When the Military
Committee was expanded later on, also Druze officers like
Salim Hatim and IHamad ‘Ubayd became members, but they
never became as powerful as the first five 9.
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The Military Committee in Cairo adopted a number of reso-
lutions that were to be put into effect later on:

1: The Ba‘th party is considered as not existing, including
all those branches outside Syria that follow the National
Command. The backbone of the Ba‘th party is in Syria,
which implies that the dissolution of the party in that
country means the dissolution of the party as a whole. The
continuing existence of the National Command is therefore
considered as having no meaning at all.

2: The party is to be rebuilt anew.

3: Opportunities have to be created for new leaders tc
reach the party top. The principle of “party paternalism*”
is rejected, which means that the traditional party leaders
like “Aflaq, Bitar and Hawrani, must be separated from the
party, because they are responsible for the dissolution of
the party.

4: There is to be no cooperation with all those who cooper-
ated with the regime of the Syrian-Egyptian union, except
if circumstances make this necessary 7).

The most important goal the Military Committee was
aiming at, was to achieve power in Syria, which was to be
ruled under cover of the name of the old Ba‘th party, until
they built up their own new Ba‘th organization. That this
was the case was clearly explained by Ahmad al-Mir
during a Syrian Regional Emergency Congress in the sum-
mer of 1965 when he reproachfully said to the older Ba‘thists
of Michel “Aflagq: "How (can you say) that we don't believe
in the party, while we ‘chose’ the Arab Socialist Ba‘th party
to fulfill our will, when we erected our organization (the
Military Committee}) and when we carried out the revolu-
tion (of March 8, 1963)2" §).

To realize their plans, the members of the Military Com-
mittee were prepared to use all possible means. A decisive
factor that made them stronger than their opponents during
emergency situations was their full utilization of sectarian,
regional, and tribal ties ).

On September 28, 1961, a number of Syrian officers forced
the separation of Syria from the U.A.R. by a military coup.
One of the motives was their resentment against the domi-
nation of the Egyptians in the Syrian army and in Syria
generally ). The attitude of the Ba‘thists towards the sepa-
ration was extremely confusing. Some of them like Bitar
and Hawrani openly badked it by signing a document in
which the separatist coup was supported in principle ).
Bitar regretted this step later on and revised his attitude 1?).
The National Command of the Ba‘th issued in Bayrat two
contradictory statements. One supporting the separation
and the other condemning it. Only the last statement was
officially recognized 13).

The Ba‘thist officers of the Military Committee took no
official stand on the separation because they were a secret
organization ).

In an effort to purge the Syrian army of officers who
entertained ties with political parties, the new rulers
dismissed, at the end of 1961, 63 officers from the army 1%).
Most of them were Ba‘thists, among whom the most prom-
inent members of the Military Committee like Saldh Jadid,
Hafiz al-Asad, Muhammad ‘Umran and ‘Abd al-Karim al-
Jundi 1%}, From the moment of their dismissals the Ba‘thist
officers started making serious plans to topple the “separa-
tist" regime. With this aim in mind they began cooperating
with the Nasserist officers of Jasim ‘Alwan 7). On March
31, 1962, the officers of Jasim ‘Alwan, supported by officers
from the Military Committee, occupied the radiostation of
Aleppo. ‘Alwan however had a radiocommuniqué broadcast
in which he declared that Syria was the northern province
of the U AR again. Immediately after hearing this, the
Ba‘thist officers withdrew their support for ‘Alwén, because
they did not want to return to tne unfavorable situation
they had had in the army of the U.A.R. This was one of the
reasons why the coup failed 18). A year later, however, they
would be more successful.



The Fifth National Congress of the Ba‘th

In May, 1962, the National Command of the Ba‘th summoned
the Fifth National Congress in Homs. Officially, the Syrian
branch of the party was still dissolved, which made it offi-
cially impossible to invite the former Syrian party members.
Consequently, Syria was represented at this congress only
by Michel ‘Aflaq, the Syrian secretary general of the party,
and some of his supporters. Other Syrian Ba‘thists had not
been invited ). During the congress a number of important
decisions were made:

1: Hawrdni and his followers were expelled from the party
because of their separatist attitude.

2: A new, but federal union with Egypt was to be pursued,
taking into account the mistakes that were made in the
past.

3: The party organization in Syria was to be rebuilt under
the supervision of a commission that comprised a majority
of ‘Iraql party members 29,

Most former Syrian Ba‘'thists took a negative stand toward
the Fifth National Congress, because they had not been
invited. Moreover, the congress had appointed a new
Provisional Syrian Regional Command of four members, a
majority of whom were °‘Irdqi?!). These were unable to
fulfill their tasks well because they did not have any ties
with the former Syrian party members which made it al-
most impossible for them to have good contacts with the
party base in Syria. Besides, the ‘Irdqi members were
usually in ‘Irdq organizing their own secret activities
against the regime of Qasim 22).

The Qutriyin

As mentioned above, many Syrian Ba‘thists remained
secretly organized after the official dissolution of the party
in Syria in February, 1958. They considered the dissolution
of the party a great ideological mistake because “it
deprived the Arab masses from their revolutionary van-
guard, i.e. the Ba‘th party”. Those Ba'thists who remained
secretly organized during the union with Egypt were
especially strongly represented in the districts of Dayr al-
Ztr, Hawran and Latakkia ?)). The ‘Alawi and Isma‘ili
members of the Military Committee especially in their
homedistrict of Latakkia maintained good relations with
the Ba‘thists who remained secretly organized there during
the union, and who, in many cases, were relatives or
friends.

The Syrian Ba‘thists, whose organizations had been secretly
maintained intact during the union with Egypt, considered
the Fifth National Congress, to which they had not been
invited, as illegal. Ever since the official dissolution of the
party in Syria® they also stopped recognizing the old
party leadership of “Aflaq, Bitdr and Hawrani. Now that the
Fifth National Congress had appointed a new Provisional
Syrian Regional Command, those not invited Syrian
Ba'thists came out in the open, and announced a few weeks
later the formation of their own Regional Command under
the leadership of Riyad al-M4liki 24). They intended to build
from their Syrian base a whole new Ba‘th party with a pan-
Arab structure. Since they were first only organized on a
regional (i. e. Syrian) basis, the “Aflaqist Ba‘thists described
them as Qutriyin (Regionalists), suggesting that they were
acting in contradiction with the nationalist (i. e. pan-Arab)
Ba‘®th ideology, and thus could not be considered as “real”
Ba‘thists 25).

The Revolution of March 8, 1963

‘When Ba‘thist officers on February 8, 1963, caused the fall
of the regime of Qésim in ‘Iraq, the rebuilding of the party
in Syria had hardly begun. The total number of active
Ba‘thists in Syria at that time was only about 400 2%. For
this reason Michel “Aflaq, during a meeting of the National
Command in Bayrat, several days after the coup in ‘Irdg,
warned against executing a second Ba‘thist coup in Syria
too soon. According to his view the party was not yet
ready to bear any eventual governing responsibilities *7).
On March 8, 1963, however, exactly a month after the
Ba‘thist coup in ‘Iraq, another coup took place in Damascus
whicdi toppled the “separatist” regime. Several groups of
officers had taken a part in the planning and organization
of this coup: Ba‘thists of the Military Committee, Nasserists,
Arab Nationalists and Socialist Unionists. First it had been
decided that the coup was to take place on March 7, but
shortly before this date the Nasserist officers informed the
others that they preferred to postpone the coup until they
would occupy more strategic positions in the army so that
the risks of bloodshed during the coup would be practically
nil. Afterwards it became known that the Nasserists were

secretly planning their own coup without informing the
others. Without the Nasserists knowing it, Ziyad al-Harir,
commander of the Syrian troops at the Israeli front, marched
in the early morning of March 8, on Damascus where he was
awaited by some officers of the Military Committee among
whom Salim Hatim, ‘Uthmén Kan‘dn, Sulaymdn Haddad
and Mustafa al-Hajj “Ali. The highest leaders of the Mili-
tary Committee, like ‘Umréan, Jadid and al-Jundi, were at
that moment still outside the army. Their role was super-
vising the planning and execution of the coup. Directly
after occupying the radio station building of Damascus,
Salim Hatim called up .all dismissed Ba‘thist officers who
immediately were appointed to strategic positions in the
army. Although there had been very few Ba‘thist officers
in the army just before the coup, they were now strongly
represented again, placing them in a position from where
they could bargain for an important share in the new
government 28),

Although many important posts in the army after March 8
were also occupied by many non-Ba'thist officers, they
turned out to be weaker in the end than the Ba‘thist officers
of the Military Committee. An important reason for this
was that the members of the Military Committee, in con-
trast with the other officers, were tightly organized and
had a well prepared plan. Moreover, the members of the
Military Committee originated especially from the Syrian
minorities: in the first place “Alawis, secondly, Druzes and
thirdly, Isméa‘ilis. By exploiting their sectarian ties they
succeeded in eliminating most of their opponents??). Much
later, after February, 1966, the ‘Alawi officers of the Mili-
tary Committee also started eliminating their former Druze
and Isméa‘ili comrades from the army.

Two Ba‘th parties with one face for the outside world

‘While the members of the Military Committee played an
important role during the coup of March 8, 1963, the
civilian Ba‘thists of Michel ‘Aflaq played no part at all in
planning or executing the coup, although some of the
civilian Ba‘thists had had some contacts with the military
Ba‘thist organization before the coup took place ). The
Military Committee, however, invited the civilian Ba‘th
party to take part in a national-front government and in
the National Council for the Command of the Revolution
(NCCR) 31). On March 9, Bitar announced his newly formed
national-front government, of which half of the members
were Ba‘thists. There had been a lot of trouble between the
Ba'thists and the other nationalist groups about the dis-
tribution of the ministerial posts, but the Ba‘thists at last
succeeded in obtaining half of them. This gave the outside
world the impression that the Ba‘th party of ‘Aflaq had
played an important role during the coup of March 8. In
reality, however, there existed two different Ba‘thist organi-
zations: the civilian Ba‘th of Michel “Aflaq, and the military
Ba‘thist organization of the Military Committee. The mili-
tary Ba‘thists held the real power ). In March, 1963, also
the civilian Ba‘thists of ‘Aflag did not know the real
identity of the Military Committee. They first ruled Syria
under the cover of the civilian Ba‘th of ‘Aflaq. After having
consolidated their positions, the officers of the Military
Committee started eliminating the traditional party leader-
ship of “Aflaq and Bitar and gradually substituted the
followers of “Aflag with their own supporters, of whom the
Qutriyin were the most important. In February, 1966, this
culminated in a military coup in which the group of ‘Aflaq
was expelled and a whole new generation of younger
Ba‘thists openly took power.

The purges of the Nasserists (1963)

While there had been difficulties between the Ba'thists and
Nasserists from the first day after the March 8 revolution
about the distribution of ministerial posts, additional
troubles started when the discussion was opened on the
reestablishment of a union with Egypt. The Ba‘thists wanted
a union between the Ba‘'thist ‘Irdq, the Ba‘thist Syria and
Egypt, while the Nasserists wanted a union between Syria
and Egypt only, and under the same circumstances that had
existed previously 3%). At last it was decided to start nego-
tiations in Cairo on a tripartite union between Syria, ‘Iraq
and Egypt. The military Ba‘thists who had the real power
in Syria took no part in the negotiations that were held in
Cairo in March and April, 1963. They remained behind in
Syria to prepare themselves for a purge of their Nasserist
opponents ),

On April 17, 1963, a treaty was signed in Cairo for a federal
union between Syria, ‘Iraq and Egypt. Shortly afterwards,
however, while the ink of the treaty had hardly dried,
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Salah Jadid, one of the most prominent members of the
Military Committee, caused the dismissal of 47 Nasserisi
officers from the Syrian army. The civilian Ba‘thisis who
had not been informed of this step in advance, were just
as surprised as the Nasserists 35). The dismissal of the
Nasserist officers by Saldh Jadid, in reality, meant the
annulment of the federation treaty which the civilian
Ba‘thists had just signed. To prevent any further rapproche-
ment between Syria and Egypt, an attempt on the life of
Salah Jadid was staged which gave him a new opportunity
to arrest many Nasserists and to continue the purge of
Nasserists from the army ).

In a last desperate effort to turn the tide of events, the
Nasserist officers on July 18, 1963, staged a coup under the
leadership of Jasim ‘Alwan. The coup, which took place in
broad daylight in the streets of Damascus, failed, however,
and ended in a great bloodbath. Now that the Nasserist
officers had been eliminated, the Ba'thist officers of the
Military Committee had a monopoly of power. With their
positions consolidated inside the army, they could now turn
against their opponents inside the Ba‘th party itself.

The First Syrian Regional Congress of the Ba'th
(5—17 September, 1963)

For the first time since the reconstruction of the Ba'th
organization in Syria a Regional Congress of the Ba‘th was
convened in Damascus on September 5, 1963, for which the
members had been chosen according to the internal party
regulations. To facilitate the reorganization of the Ba'th in
Syria the internal party regulations had been temporarily
suspended. This had caused an unnatural situation in the
Syrian party branch, especially because a commission with
a majority of ‘Irdqis had been responsible for its reorgani-
zation #7). The result was that the leftist group of ‘Ali Salih
al-Sa‘di, the ‘Iraqi regional party secretary general, had
created in the Syrian party branch an extreme leftist and
ideologically orientated group of young Ba‘thists under the
leadership of Hammud al-Shufi.

During the preparatory elections for the Syrian Regional
Congress the military Ba‘thists succeeded in penetrating
into most of the party branches, and it appeared as if they
supported the extreme leftist group of Hammud al-Shafi ).
In reality, however, they wanted to exploit the group of
al-Shifi in order to cause the fall of such traditional party
leaders as “Aflag and Bitdr?). They partly succeeded be-
cause Bitdr was not elected in the new Syrian Regional
Command. It was the first time in the party's history that
one of the traditional leaders was not elected. Since the
separation of Syria from the UAR, Bitar had lost a lot of
confidence among the party members, especially because
he had signed the "separation document”. Even on a lower
party level than the Regional Command, Bitar had not been
able to get a majority of votes %), As a result of his loosing
during the party elections Bitar offered his resignation as
prime minister of Syria. Under pressure of Amin al-Héfiz,
however, he reversed his decision and remained prime
minister.

The members of the Military Committee demanded to be
represented in the new Regional Command. This was
readily accepted, as there were more military than civilian
Ba‘thists in Syria at this stage. Three members of the Mili-
tary Committee entered the new Regional Command with
Hammtd al-Shufi as secretary general?') By officially
entering the Regional Command, the Military Committee
obtained the total supervision over the civilian party
organization, while the civilian leaders were at the same
time not allowed to supervise the military Ba‘thist organi-
zation. This made botlh the military and civilian party
organizations, in fact, subordinate to the Military Com-
mittee, which was only responsible to itself 43).

The Military Committee used a strategy by which it could
always be certain of a majority in the most important in-
stitutions of the Ba‘thparty and the government. When im-
portant matters had to be decided, the members of the
Military Committee always first held a closed session in
which they discussed things openly. The final decision
would then be binding on all members of the Military
Committee outside the closed session, however different
their opinion might have been during the closed session*}.
By this method they usually succeeded in imposing their
will on the others.
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The Sixth National Congress of the Ba‘th
(5—23 October, 1963)

From the 5th till the 23rd of October, 1963, the Ba‘th held
its Sixth National Congress which was convened in Damas-
cus. It was the first time such a congress was held while
the party was in power in two Arab countries. The congress
meant a historical change for the party. For the first time
not the group of Michel “Aflaq, but the younger Ba‘thists
had a majority. The congress was divided in two main
groups. One of these supported “Aflag and Bitdr, and the
other supported ."Ali Salih al-Sa‘di, Hammud al-Shtfi and
the Military Committee. The second group had a majority
of about 75 % in the congress *).

The thoughts of Michel “Aflag, who until then was recog-
nized as the party's ideologue, underwent heavy attacks
from the leftist groups of al-Sa‘di and al-Shufi. ‘Aflaqg’s
thoughts were rejected. as romantic, unscientific and "petit
bourgeois”, and the congress adopted a new ideological
resolution with a clear Marxist influence #%). This resolution
has ever since been considered by most Ba‘thists as the
basis for the Ba‘th ideology.

The most important organizational resolution of the con-
gress was the decision to reopen the party for all former
party members provided they would criticize themselves
first, they would accept the party's policies as theirs, and
would reenter as individuals and not as groups. The con-
gress delegated Amin al-Hafiz to negotiate with the Hawra-
nists; Muhammad ‘Umrédn was to negotiate with the Socia-
list Unionists; and Saldh Jadid with the Qutriyin. Only
Saldh Jadid succeeded in his negotiations with the
Qutriyin %), Jadid had argued that the Socialist Unionists
were in fact Nasserists, and so were enemies of the Ba'th
party and that the Hawranists were in fact separatists and
reactionaries. According to the argumentation of Saldh
Jadid only the Qutriyin were “real” Ba‘thists, so they
should reenter the party only. Jadid had many personal
relations with the Qutriyin and, already during the union
with Egypt, had come to a mutual understanding with
them. A part of the Qutriyin like Yusuf Zu‘ayyin and
Muslih Salim reentered the Ba'th party soon after the Sixth
National Congress. Later on, during 1964, when Jadid and
his supporters obtained a majority in the Syrian Regional
Command, he had many Qutriyin reenter the party as a
group, and not as individuals exercising self criticism as had
been decided during the Sixth National Congress*’). Since
the day of their reentering the party a solid alliance grew
between the Quitriyin and most members of the Military
Committee. To the older Ba'thists it looked as if they form-
ed a separate party inside the Ba‘th *5).

Another factor that accelerated the readmission of the
Qutriyin to the Ba‘th party, was the fall of the Ba‘thist
regime in ‘Irdq in November, 1963. As a political refugee in
Syria, “Ali Salih al-Sa‘di, the ‘Iraqi regional secretary gener-
al of the Ba‘th, intensified his attacks on the group of
‘Aflag. Thinking it would be in a stronger position as to
al-Sa‘di when the Qutriyin would reenter the party, the
National Command slackened the rules for readmission by
not opposing the fact that Qutriyin reentered the party as
a group and without selfcriticism. The National Command,
at this time, did not vet realize, however, that it was under-
mining its own position 4%).

Ever since the Military Committee had eliminated its
Nasserist opponents, internal rivalries began to appear
between Saldh Jadid and Muhammad ‘Umrédn. During the
elections for a new National Command in October, 1963,
Saldh Jadid caused the fall of ‘Umrdn by way of a secret
agreement inside the Military Committee with Amin al-
Hafiz. Jadid now took over the place ot ‘Umran in the
National Command®). Another point of rivalry between
Jadid and ‘Umrdn was the post of Chief of Staff, that had
been vacant since the dismissal of Ziyad al-Hariri in June.
1963. Although a majorily inside the Military Comnmittee
supported the candidature of ‘Umran for this post, Amin
al-Héafiz, who was Commander in Chief of the army, suc-
ceeded in appointing Saldh Jadid as Chief of Staff, by
cleverly making use of the absence of ‘Umrdn during a
military meeting that had been convened for this pur-
pose®l). Jadid was officially appointed on November 11,
1963. The same day Amin al-Hafiz formed a new govern-
ment after Bitdr had resigned once more. Also during the
Sixth National Congress Bitar was not reelected. ‘Umrdn,
by way of compromise, became vicepremier.



The ousting of al-Shiifi and al-Sa“di

The tactical alliance between the Military Committee with
the group of Hammtd al-Shifi against the group of Michel
‘Aflaq that was started during the First Regional Congress
in September, 1963, did not last long. The main reason for
this was that the extreme leftist group of al-Shifi started
spreading rumours about the alleged rightist character of
military party members and their intention of swallowing
up the party. There was not one military leader whom they
did not accuse of conspiracy and reaction. They also at-
tacked, on a large scale, all other civilian party leaders.
The military in return accused al-Shafi of destroying the
prestige of the army *?).

Due to thefall of the Ba‘th regime in ‘Irdq and because of the
difficulties between the group of al-Shifi on the one side,
and the military and some members of the National Com-
mand on the other side, an extraordinary session of the
First Regional Congress was convened at February 1, 1964,
which lasted until February 6. The main result was the fall
of the Regional Command of Hammtid al-Shafi and the
election of a new one?®). The new and enlarged Regional
Command comprised seven of the most prominent members
of the Military Committee, while the new civilian members
were mainly Qutriyin. Together, the military and the
Qutriyin totally controlled the new Regional Command?Y.
For the same reasons as the extraordinary Regional Con-
gress, the National Command on February 12, 1964, con-
vened the Seventh Extraordinary National Congress in Da-
mascus which lasted until February 17. During the congress
‘Aflaq heavily attacked the group of al-Shifi and al-Sa‘di,
and tried to press the party to return to its orthodox
ideology. Although the military Ba‘thists during the Sixth
National Congress had openly supported the group of al-
Shafi and al-Sa'di they now changed sides for tactical
reasons, and supported ‘Aflaqg in his attacks. Together, they
succeeded in causing the fall of the remaining civilian
marxist Ba'thists. The final result was that al-Shafi and al-
Sa‘di, together with their anti-militaristic supporters, were
expelled from the party %9).

The congress ended with the election of a new National
Command of sixteen members. Of the six Syrian members
three were prominent members of the Military Com-
mittee %), Now that the group of al-Shifi and al-Sa‘di had
been expelled, the military could turn against ‘Aflag and
his followers with the final aim of expelling them from the
party as well.

‘Aflaq leaves Syria

After the extraordinary Regional Congress in February,
1964, the struggle between the National Command and the
Syrian Regional Command, which was in the hands of
the military, started. Although the National Command was
officially the highest party authority to which the Regional
Commands were subordinate, she was prevented from
having normal contacts with the lower party members in
Syria, which made it impossible for her to explain the serious
situation that had developed inside the party. When the
National Command, for instance, wanted to issue state-
ments to the lower party members the Syrian Regional
Command prevented this by confiscating them and by refus-
ing to distribute them%). In this way the National Com-
mand lost its control over the Syrian party branch as a
whole.

How serious this situation was, became apparent later,
when ‘Atlaq told some party members: “In the beginning of
1964 ... I wanted to visit some (party) branches, and I
requested comrade Fahmi al-"Ashiri, the regional assistent
secretary general at that time, to accompany me and we
agreed to travel; but on the fixed day comrade Fahmi did
not come so I postponed the journey. I did not know the
reason for that except after a few months when comrade
Fahmi, during an official meeting, stood up and said that
he had submitted the matter to the Regional Command,
and that the Regional Command had considered the visit
of the secretary general (Michel ‘Aflaq) to the ({party)
branches as not suitable* %),

In June, 1964, ‘Aflaq left Syria. In this he saw the only
way of warning the Syrian party members of the grave
situation that existed inside the party. ‘Aflag decided to
stay for some months with his brother in Bonn, hoping
the party members would begin to realize for themselves
how serious the party crisis really was?)). The military and
the Qutriyin used the absence of “Aflag, however, to enlarge
their grip on the party by purging it from his followers *").

During a joint session of the National and Syrian Regional
Command on June 14, 1964, it was approved to suspend
the internal party rules for a period of six months in order
to make it possible to carry through some changes in the
party organization ), Commissions of the Regional Com-
mand, most of whom were members of the Military Com-
mittee or Qutriyin, travelled throughout Syria to purge the
party from the followers of ‘Aflaq, and to supervise the
elections for a new leadership of the branches. In some
branches the “Aflaqists were purged by the dozens %). Since
there were no official documents that contained data on
the number of party members, their party rank, or their
way of admission %), the commissions of the Regional Comi-
mand could very easily purge the branches from ‘Aflaqists
and replace them with Qutriyin and supporters of the
military. In the district of Dayr al-Zdr the number of official
party members was only 93, most of them neither Qutriyin
nor supporters of the military. A commission under ‘Abd
al-Karim al-Jundi travelled to Dayr al-Zir and asked a
great number of Qutriyin to reenter the Ba'th party. On the
same day 108 Qutriyin separately signed petitions in which
they requested to be readmitted to the Ba‘th party. Their
requests were complied with immediately. That very same
day a new leadership for the branch of Dayr al-Zar was
elected, with the result that it contained a majority of
members who had just been readmitted to the party. The
new branch leadership with a majority of Qutriyin then
purged the branch and expelled most of its original ninety
three members %), Using practices as these, the Ba'th party
in Syria was totally infiltrated by Qutriyin and supporters
of the Military Committee.

The expulsion of Muhammad “‘Umrdn from the
Military Committee

In the end of November, 1964, Michel ‘Aflaq returned to
Damascus after having been convinced by other members
of the National Command that there was to be a congress
where the crisis between the National and Syrian Regional
Command which had lasted already for several months,
would be discussed. During this congress, which was held
in Damascus from the 4th until the 14th of December, 1964,
the National Command for the first time came to know
about the secret plans of the Military Committee which
had been made in Egypt during the union. The reason was
a breach inside the Military Committee between ‘Umran
and the others. For some time already ‘Umran had been
pressing for restarfing a dialogue with “Abd al-Nasir, while
the other members of the Military Committee, and especial-
ly Saldh Jadid, strongly opposed this. Because of his
rapproachement with ‘Abd al-Néasir, ‘Umrdn lost much sup-
port among the ‘Alawi officers, who were a majority in the
army, and who now went over to the side of Saldh
Jadid %). To assure himself of a majority in the army Jadid
promoted some officers of the Military Committee to the
rank of Major General®). 'Umrdn considered this to be
corruption and threatened with his resignation from the
army and the Presidential Council. To his surprise his resig-
nation from the army was immediately accepted by Saldh
Jadid %), Now that the rift inside the Military Committee
could no longer be mended, ‘Umran went over to the group
of Michel “Aflaq in the National Command and for the first
time, revealed the secret plans of the Military Committee ).
The Military Committee then decided to expell “Umran
from Syria on the accusation of spreading sectarianism in
the Syrian army ). According to the party rules, the expul-
sion of ‘Umrdn was impossible because he was a member
of both the National and Syrian Regional Command. While
the Regional Command had approved the decision of thn
Military Committee to expel “‘Umrén, the National Com-
mand rejected it and issued several decrees of which the
most important were: 1- The army has to be separated
strictly from politics; 2- The Military Committee must be
dissolved and be replaced by a Military Bureau that is to
be subordinate to the Regional Command; 3- It is forbidden
to have more than two positions in the party and the gov-
crnment at the same time; 4- The authority of the Regional
Command will be temporarily taken over by a commission
of the National Command; 5- The decision of the Regional
Command to expel “‘Umrén is not valid 7).

The military, however, rejected all decisions taken by the
highest party authority, the National Command, and on
December 14, 1964, forced ‘Umrén to leave Syria by air-
plane. He was appointed Syrian ambassador in Madrid 7).
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Immediately afterwards the military called up the Syrian
party branches, a majority of whom supported them. Al-
though many party members agreed with the decrees of
the National Command they did not want to oppose the
military because these threatened with their resignations
from the army, the government and the party if they were
not supported in their attitude towards the National Com-
mand. In this way the National Command had to revoke its
decrees issued five days earlier. The Regional Command
which had been dissolved, again received the “confi-
dence” ¥).

Immediately after the Regional Command had regained the
“confidence”, the military called for an emergencv sessinn
of the NCCR. The °‘Aflagist supporters of the National
Command who were also members of the NCCR were not
informed of this emergency session and thus were not
present. The result was that the military in one night na-
tionalized 108 companies. With these totally improvised
nationalizations they wanted to show that the military
Ba‘'thists and the Qutriyin were “leftist” and that the Na-
tional Command was "conservative” 7%). In what measure
the nationalizations, that were announced on January 2,
1965, were arbitrary appeared when the government within
a few weeks was forced to revoke a great number of
them 7). Afterwards it appeared that some companies had
“only existed in the telephone directories” and further
not! 79

The Secound Syrian Regional Congress
and the Eighth National Congress

From March 18 until April 4, 1965, the Second Syrian
Regional Congress was held in Damascus where the mili-
tary and the Qutriyin reaffirmed their grip on the Syrian
party organization and the Regional Command 7). The
struggle between the National and Syrian Regional Com-
mand continued as before. In another effort to come to a
solution of the party crisis, the Eighth National Congress
of the Ba‘th was convened in Damascus in April, 1965. The
main theme during the congress was the relation between
the party and the military, and the relation between the
party and the government. A number of the resolutions,
which the National Command, under pressure of the mili-
tary, had revoked in December, 1964, were now accepted.
The existence of the Military Committee was recognized
but its authority was to be strictly confined to military
affairs. Army and politics were to be separated. The Mili-
tary Committee was to be dissolved and replaced by a
Military Bureau which was to be subordinate to the Syrian
Regional Command. The National Command regained some
of the powers it had had before. It was again allowed to
supervise the foreign and economic policy of Syria. Among
those who had proposed these accepted resolutions were
Amin al-Héfiz, Salah Jadid and Michel “Aflaq, which had
brought an optimistic atmosphere to the congress. The
feeling existed that the crisis between the military and the
National Command at last had faded away "8).

During the elections for a new National Command Michel
‘Aflaq refused the candidacy as secretary general. ‘Aflaq
demanded a clearer resolution of the congress on the
relation between the military and civilian branches of the
party. According to ‘Aflaq the military either had to be
subordinated totally to the civilian Ba‘thists, or the Na-
tional Command was to condemn the militarist regime of
Syria, and should declare that the military had misused the
Ba‘th party as a cover for their own political aims. The
congress, however rejected the proposal of ‘Aflaq, because
it did not want to stir up the crisis right away again. More-
over, most non-Syrian party members were not very famili-
ar with the party crisis in Syria, and, especially after the
fall of the Ba‘'th regime in ‘Irdq, they wanted the party to
stay in power in Syria at all costs ™).

Despite the refusal of ‘Aflag to prolong his term as secre-
tary general, the Qutriyin pressed for his reelection in
order to be able to use his name for some time longer as a
cover for their own political activities and the power of
the military. Nevertheless, ‘Aflaq continued to refuse and
proposed Dr. Munif al-Razzédz, a Jordanian, as the new
secretary general. Finally al-Razzadz was chosen. Of the six
chosen Syrian members of the new National Command,
two were prominent members of the Military Committee
and one belonged to the Qutriyin8).
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Resistance in the Syrian Army
against the Military Committee

Directly after the Eighth National Congress a fierce
quarrel broke out between Salim Hatim and Saldh Jadid
which caused the last to threaten with his resignation as
Chief of Staff. Quickly, a meeting between the Regional
Command and the Military Committee was held. The result
was that Jadid withdrew his threat to resign, and that there
was to be a meeting of the military party organization at
which the leaders of all branches and sections were allowed
to be present. For the first time also three civilians were
allowed to attend the meeting, notably Munif al-Razzéaz,
Shibli al-‘Aysami and Nir al-Din al-Atasi.

Until that time any contact between civilian and military
Ba‘thists had been strictly forbidden, except at the highest
party level. Moreover most officers had started to realize
that the Military Committee was not open to elections and
that the leaders of the Military Committee did not want to
be responsible to anyone but themselves®!). This had
caused much opposition among the Ba‘thist officers. Until
this time the Military Committee had played a double
game. To the civilian party they had given the impression
that they represented the army, while they gave the offi-
cers of the military party organization the impression that
they represented the party leadership®?). During the mili-
tary meeting the civilian party leaders that were present,
for the first time came to know about this double game. It
appeared that except for two or three officers, among
whom ‘Izzat Jadid a cousin of Saladh Jadid, all Ba‘thist offi-
cers were strongly opposed to the Military Committee and
demanded its dissolution. The members of the Military
Committee were accused of dictatorship, opportunism,
arbitrariness, favoritism, etc. The members of the Military
Committee, indeed, had allowed many persons into the
army because they were good friends or relatives, or
belonged to special minorities or tribes.

The military meeting charged a commission which consisted
of Amin al-Héafiz, Saldh Jadid, Hafiz al-Asad and Hamad
‘Ubayd (all prominent members of the Military Committee)
and four civilian Ba‘th party leaders, with drawing up new
regulations for the Ba'thist military oganization. The com-
mission came to the following proposals: 1- A chosen Mili-
tary Bureau will replace the Military Committee; 2- This
Military Bureau will be subordinated to the Syrian Re-
gional Command; 3- An Officers’ Committee will be ap-
pointed, consisting of the officers from the National and
Syrian Regional Command, from the Military Bureau and
five other officers. This Officers’ Committee has the power
to transfer or to promote officers, etc.

One and a half month later these proposals were accepted
during a second military meeting. At the same time a Mili-
tary Bureau was chosen. The abolition of the Military Com-
mittee had given the impression that its members had lost
a considerable amount of their power, but this was very
misleading, because the most prominent members of the
abolished Military Committee like al-Hafiz, Jadid, al-Asad
and ‘Ubayd, were now members of the Military Bureau.
Moreover, the Military Bureau was subordinate to the
Syrian Regional Command which in turn was completely
controled by the members of the abolished Military Com-
mittee. Consequently, the situation, in reality, had not
changed at all. Only the name of the Military Committee
had changed, while its members had retained their power %),

Amin al-Héafiz against Saldh Jadid

‘Abd al-Karim al-Jundi once compared Amin al-Hafiz
strikingly with Saldh Jadid when he said: "The Major General
(Saldh Jadid) is an artillery officer who calculates and
estimates in grades and minutes while measuring exactly
the angles before he strikes his blow. As for the Lieutenant
General (Amin al-Hafiz), he is an infantry officer, who
is very daring and courageous, but he contents himself by
shouting ‘"wén hum’ (where are they!) and then attacks

while drawing his sword” 84,

After Amin al-Hafiz and Saldh Jadid in December, 1964,
had succeeded in eliminating Muhammad ‘Umrén, their
common rival inside the Military Committee, they sud-
denly were confronted with each other. Since the erection
of the Military Committee in Egypt, Salah Jadid had been
the “thinking brain” who made the plans of the Military
Committee and decided its tactics. First after the revolution
of March 8, 1963, Amin al-Hafiz had been invited to enter



the Military Committee, The Military Committee, with
behind it Salah Jadid, tried to create from Amin al-Hafiz a
leader who, for those on the outside, would appear to
possess an enormous amount of power but who, in reality,
was to exercise the will of the Military Committee 8.
Amin al-Héafiz was to be used as the spearhead of the Mili-
tary Committee, directed against its opponents. Amin al-
Hafiz, however, was by no means willing to do exactly
what the Military Committee wanted him to do. He once
even declared in a speech: "I refuse to be a facade, other
than for the party*®%). Amin al-Hafiz began contemplating
to transfer officers who interfered in politics to civilian
posts. Several times he proposed unofficially that hoth he
and Saldh Jadid should give the example by giving up their
own military posts.

During an extraordinary Regional Congress that was held
in Damascus from June 11 till June 14, 1965, it was
decided once more that the army was to be completely
separated from politics, that only the highest party
leadership was allowed to interfere in governmental affairs,
and that it was forbidden for one man to have more than
two posts in the party and the government #), These resolu-
tions had been supported by both Saldh Jadid and Amin
al-Hafiz. To make a start with removing the army from
political life, the Military Bureau, under leadership of Amin
al-Hafiz, Saldh Jadid and Héfiz al-Asad, issued orders to
transfer some officers who until then had often interfered
in Syrian politics. The most important among these officers
were Salim Hatdm, “‘Uthmén Kan‘an and Sulayman Haddad,
all of whom belonged to the just dissolved Military Com-
mittee. Salim Hattim, however, refused to respond to the
order of his transfer, which caused his former quarrel with
Saldh Jadid to flare up once more. Saldh Jadid again
threatened with his resignation and retreated to his home
where he waited until the transfers were accomplished. At
last Hatim gave in and with his commandos left the build-
ings of Damascus radio and television stations which he
had been occupying since coup of March 8, 1963 &),

The crisis between Amin al-Hafiz and Salah Jadid which
had already existed for some months came out in the open
when al-Hatiz tried to push Jadid out of his position as
Chief of Staff. After having come to an agreement with
a majority inside the Military Bureau that Jadid had to
disappear from the general staff, Amin al-Hafiz, in his
function of Commander in Chief of the Syrian army, issued
a decree in which he relieved Jadid from his post as Chief
of Staff#). As an argument for his decree Amin al-Héafiz
used the party resolution according to which the army was
to be separated from political life. Since Saldh Jadid was
a member of the Presidential Council he had, according to
al-Hafiz, to give up his position in the army. Jadid, how-
ever, used the same party resolution as an argument, and
resigned from the Presidential Council, keeping therewith
his position as Chief of Staff.

No solution of the problem could be found and both al-
Hafiz and Jadid called up their supporters in the army and
threatened to use violence to defend their interests. The
tension in Syria increased enormously for fear of an armed
encounter between al-Hafiz and Jadid. Under these circum-
stances the Regional Command resigned, giving as one of
her reasons that Jadid refused to follow the party orders.

The extraordinary Regional Congress (7—15 August, 1965)
From August 7 till 15, 1965, an extraordinary Regional
Congress was held in Damascus during which efforts were
made to solve the crisis between Jadid and al-Hafiz, but
the tension only increased due to a continuing fight of
words between them. As ‘Umrdn had done in December
1964, when he was attacked by a majority of the Military
Committee, Jadid, once more, in his struggle with al-Hafiz,
revealed the secret plans of the Military Committee that
had been made during the union with Egypt?). Jadid
accused al-Hafiz of being a small and conceited dictator,
who stood as a stranger towards the revolution and who
had not had a single part in the revolution of March 8, 1963,
because at that time he was military attaché in Argentina.
Al-Hafiz accused Jadid of exploiting sectarian ties inside
the Syrian army, and of interfering in politics ).

The situation remained tense because both Jadid and al-
Hatiz enjoyed great support among the army officers. Salah
Jadid could rely on his two cousins ‘Izzat and Kasir Jadid.
The first had the command of the tanks in Qabdn, while
the second had the command over the tanks of the 70th
brigade, which is usually the backbone of any Syrian
reginte. Besides, Jadid could rely on Hafiz al-Asad, the
commander of the airforce. Amin al-Hé&fiz was especially

supported by the Sunni officers and the Druze, including
Salim Hatim and Hamad ‘Ubavyd ).

On August 15, 1965, a new Regional Command of 16 mem-
bers was chosen. It included seven officers of whom six
had been members of the dissolved Military Committee %3}.
Of the nine civilian members seven had first reentered the
Ba‘thparty after the revolution of March 8, 1963, and had
been leaders of the Qutriyin®). The majority of the new
Regional Command neither supported Saldh Jadid, nor
Amin al-Hafiz but a third group of extreme leftist Ba‘thist
officers who in Damascus had the name of “Council of
Majors”. This group consisted of those Ba‘thist officers
who, during the coup of March 8, 1963, had commanded the
most important army units, and who had formed a majority
inside the Military Committee. The “Council of Majors”
was led by Salim Hatlm, Saldh al-Dalll and Muhammad
Rabdh al-Tawil %),

Finally, due to the mediation of neutral party members,
and because of a heavy Israeli attack on Syria, the tension
between al-Hafiz and Jadid temporarily lessened. Shortly
after the congress they even reconciled, but the roots of
the conflict remained, since Jadid had retained his post as
Chief of Staff 99).

The manoeuvre of Salah Jadid

After endless efforts to solve the crisis between Amin al-
Hafiz and Salah Jadid, Jadid on August 21, 1965, suddenly
tendered his resignation as Chief of Staff. Although the
position of Jadid at the day of his resignation was weaker
than that of al-Hafiz it was the more surprising to the party
leadership since Jadid proposed as the new Chief of Staff
Muhammad Shunaywi, and as minister of defence Hamad
‘Ubayd, who both were supporters of Amin al-Hafiz%7).
Although both Shunaywi and ‘Ubayd were not really
capable enough to fulfill their new posts they were ap-
pointed nevertheless to make an end to the crisis between
al-Hafiz and Jadid. Further it was agreed that the post of
Commander in Chief of the army was to disappeal, and
that the powers of this post, which was occupied by Amin
al-Hafiz, were to reside under the minister of defence %).
After Jadid had made his proposals he retired to his house
and wrapped himself in silence. The military guard disap-
peared from the door of his house because he had no
function in the army anymore. Jadid left his house only to
do some shopping in the sliq, or to play trick-track some-
where. Jadid declared that he had not wanted to decide his
quarrel with al-Hafiz by force, but that he wanted to make
of his “idealism” and discipline an example to the other
party members %),

The proposal of Jadid was, according to al-Razzdz, part of
an extensive plan. By proposing the appointment of the
two supporters of Amin al-Hafiz, Jadid hoped to make one
of his supporters premier. It had already been decided upon
that Dr. Ntr al-Din al-Atési was. to become prime Minister,
but Jadid was not sure whether he could rely on al-Atasi
since he feared that al-Atdsi would not be strong enough
against eventual pressure put upon him by Amin al-Hafiz,
For that reason Jadid preferred his loyal supporter Dr.
Yasuf Zu'ayyin as the new prime minister.

Another thing that Jadid hoped to achieve by his “manoceu-
vre” was to secure the empty post of assistent secretary
general of the Syrian Regional Command. From there he
wanted to transfer all governmental powers to the Regional
Command. From then on the Regional Command was to be
the only source of power.

By his amazing proposal he also hoped to achieve that the
supporters of Amin al-Hafiz would transfer to his side. By
proposing two supporters of Amin al-Hafiz for the very
important positions of Chief of Staff and minister of defen-
ce, Jadid had “proved” to put the interests of the party
above those of his own, and by this had solved the crisis
between himself and Amnin al-Hafiz. But Amin al-Hafiz
knew very well about the lack of capabilities of his two
supporters ‘Ubayd and Shunaywi, so he hesitated before
appointing them at such high positions. This very hesitancy
of al-Hafiz allowed the manoeuvre of Jadid to succeed.
Several supporters of al-Hafiz thought that he had only
hesitated because he, according to them, in reality wanted
to concentrate all powers in himself. This led al-Hafiz to
be suddenly isolated from his most important supporters,
among whom the Druzes, such as Salim H&atGm, Hamad
‘Ubayd and Jamil Shayya. Many of them soon transfered
to the camp of Jadid, and turned against the “individualist
and dictatorialist” Amin al-Héafiz 1%). By means of this
"manoeuvre” Jadid succeeded in obtaining a majority in
the Regional Command totally isolating al-Hafiz.
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Saldh Jadid against Amin al-Hafiz

After Jadid had firmly dug in himself in his strong position
of assistant secretary general of the Syrian Regional Com-
mand of the Ba‘th he started to undermine from there the
position of Amin al-Hafiz. An excellent occasion was the
Arab summit which was held in Casablanca in September
1965.

The Political Bureau of the Ba'th held several meetings to
discuss the line that was to be followed at Casablanca.
Although Saldh Jadid in his function of assistant secretary
general of the Regional Command had to be present at
those meetings, he never attended them. By not coming
Jadid wanted to keep both hands free to be in a stronger
position when al-Hafiz would return from Casablanca. By
not attending the preparatory meetings Jadid would not be
bound by anything that would be decided and later would
be able to say what he wanted 191).

From the 13th until the 17th of September, 1965, the Arab
summit was held in Casablanca. During their stay in Casa-
blanca, Amin al-Hafiz and president “Abd al-Nasir sought
a rapprochement and came to some kind of reconcilia-
tion 1?), Exactly on this point Jadid had always been very
sensitive, as he hated ‘Abd al-Nasir. Jadid was strongly
opposed to any rapprochement with Egypt, especially
since it was ruled by ‘Abd al-Nasir 1%%),

After the Syrian delegation had returned from Casablanca
to Damascus, a joint session was held between the National
and Syrian Regional Command. During the meeting Amin
al-Hafiz was strongly attacked for having said all kinds of
wrong things in Casablanca. Amin al-Hafiz was accused of
“wanting to sell Syria to “Abd al-Néasir". According to other
accusations al-Hafiz “had not informed the other members
of the delegation of what exactly happened during the
summit”. "Al-Hafiz was not a real Ba‘thist” and was ac-
cused of "preparing a coup against the party”, etc. %9,
These accusations strongly undermined the position of ai-
Hafiz.

On September 23, 1965, Yusuf Zu‘ayyin formed a new
government of which a majority supported the Regional
Command and Salah Jadid. How large the gap between the
Regional Command and the National Command had grown
became clear from the fact that the National Command was
not informed of the composition of the new cabinet, but
learned it by means of the Syrian radio and press 1%)!

After the Arab summit in Casablanca, the Ba‘th became
divided in two groups. The first group supported a co-
operation between the Arab states as had been agreed at
Casablanca, and pleaded for closer relations with Egypt
and the Soviet Union. This group was represented by Amin
al-Hafiz and a greater part of the National Command. After
al-Hafiz became isolated in the Regional Command he went
over to the side of the National Command. The second
group opposed a cooperation between the Arab states as
had been agreed at Casablanca, and rejected any rap-
prochement with Egypt. This group which was represented
by Saldh Jadid and a number of extreme leftist officers,
among whom were many ‘Alawis and Druzes, preferred a
rapprochement with communist China instead of the Soviet
Union 1%).

Due to the fact that his opponents continued to demand
that Amin al-Hafiz should renounce the agreements which
had been made at Casablanca, he threatened to resign as
President of Syria. According to his own opinion he would
lack self-respect and personality if he would not adhere to
the agreements he had made 1%%), At last al-Hafiz withdrew
his threat to resign and continued to strive for better rela-
tions with Cairo.

In the meantime, the extremist group of Saldh Jadid started
a campaign against the “Hawrénists” in the army, of whom
many were arrested. Anyone who opposed Jadid was
accused of being “Hawrdnist” and of preparing a coup
against the regime. In the paper al-Thawrah the Hawranists,
‘Aflaq, Bitar and the National Command were strongly
attacked; the members of the Syrian Social Naticnalist
Party were even acquitted of the murder of ‘Adnéan al-
Malik{ 108y,

The Officers’ Committee which now mainly supported
Jadid, began to transfer supporters of al-Hafiz to less im-
portant posts in the army. In the same way Jadid tried to
obtain his own supporters on strategic positions in the
army until he would be strong enough for an eventual
armed clash with al-Hafiz.
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The dissolution of the Regional Command

(December 21, 1965)

In the period between the 8th and 20th December, 1965, the
National Command held daily meetings and tried to come
to a solution to the crisis inside the party and the army.
The tension between the supporters of al-Hafiz and Jadid
increased, however, day by day. Jadid had been successful
in rallying the most important army units behind him in his
struggle for power with al-FHafiz. Only the tank brigade of
Homs was still a weak point for Jadid. At the instigation
of Jadid, the minister of defence, Hamad ‘Ubayd, had issued
a decree according to which three supporters of al-Hafiz and
the National Command who commanded the tank brigade
of Homs were to be transferred to other posts. The three
officers, however, refused to obey the orders of the
minister of defence, and the National Command declared
the transfer invalid. Jadid, therefore, ordered Mustafa
Tallas to arrest these three officers and to overpower the
tank brigade of Homs. In this Tallds succeeded during the
night of December 19 1%9),

‘When the rumours about the incident in Homs reached
other army units, a tense atmosphere arose. Several officers
hastened to the National Command and asked permission
to make an end to the rebel movement at Homs. In this
tense atmosphere the National Command met, and issued
a decree in which it concentrated all civilian and military
powers within itself. All officers were prohibited to leave
their units. The officers who had been arrested in Homs
were released again and Mustafa Tallds was summoned to
Damascus. On December 21, 1965, the National Command
dissolved the Syrian Regional Command.

By dissolving the Regional Command the National Com-
mand wanted to concentrate all powers within itself. This
was not very realistic, however, because the army held
the real power, and of this army a major portion supported
Jadid. During a meeting on December 23, 1965, the National
Command decided that the highest authority in Syria was
to be a commission which consisted of the members of the
National Command and five more Syrians, all of thein
‘Aflagists. This commission was to exercise the authority
until a new Regional Command would be chosen. Bitar was
asked to form a new government. The dissolution of the
Regional Command had automatically caused the fail of the
cabinet of Yasuf Zu‘ayyin 1),

The dissolution of the Regional Command by no means
implied that there was total agreement inside the National
Command, itself. It was divided into three groups: 1: the
‘Aflaqists, 2: Amin al-Hafiz, and 3: Hafiz al-Asad and
Ibrahim Makhis, who both supported the group of Salah
Jadid. Usually there was a loaded atmosphere during the
meetings of the National Command. Many feared the
prepondorance of Amin al-Hafiz and his military methods
of solving matters. Both Amin al-Hafiz and Hafiz al-Asad
were usually accompanied by heavily armed bodyguards,
who, during the party meetings occupied the building of
the National Command. This did not improve the atmos-
phere. During the meetings of the National Command,
Hafiz al-Asad and Ibrdhim MAakhls even went so far as to
answer, without restrictions, by telephone the questions of
the supporters of the dissolved Regional Command who
wanted to know exactly what was discussed during the
meetings of the National Command *!). All this caused the
relations inside the National Command to be extremely
strained. On January 2, 1966, Bitar, at last, formed a new
government. As a precondition for forming a new govern-
ment Bitdr had demanded that several officers, who were
against the National Command, first be transferred. The
most important of these were Sallm Hatam, ‘Izzat Jadid and
Ahmad Suwaydani, However because there was no minister
of defence, who could effectuate the transfers, Bitar de-
cided to wait until his new cabinet would be formed.

Sectarianism in the Syrian Army and the Ba‘th

In the struggle between Amin al-Hafiz (a Sunni) and Saldh
Jadid (an ‘Alawi) the Syrian army became strongly divided
along sectarian lines. Al-Hafiz continuously accused Jadid
of spreading sectarianism in the Syrian army. In constantly
accusing Jadid of this, al-Hafiz achieved exactly the oppo-
site of what he wanted. The ‘Alawi officers were even
more motivated by the attacks of al-Hé&fiz to choose the
side of Jadid to defend their own position. For the same
reason, many Sunni officers were forced to choose the
camp of al-Hafiz, although they, perhaps, in reality detested
the weapon of sectarianism *?). As mentioned above, al-
Hafiz, after the Arab summit in Casablanca also became



isolated froi his formeér Druze supporters, who had chosen
for the side of the ‘Alawis and Ismé&‘ilis. This had caused
an abnormal situation in which the army was divided in a
camp with a majority of Sunni officers, and an opposing
camp consisting of mainly ‘Alawi, Druze and Isma‘li
officers.

In this situation it was difficult to find a minister of defence
who would be acceptable to both groups. If it would be a
Sunni this would accentuate the sectarian character of
the struggle. ‘Umran appeared to be the only person who
would be acceptable to both groups. In the first place
‘Umrdn was an ‘Alawi like Jadid, which would put the
‘Alawi officers at ease. Secondly, “Umran was neither a
supporter of Jadid nor of al-Hafiz, because they had ex-
pelled him in December, 1964. By appointing ‘Umran as
minister of defence the National Command also hoped to
divide the ‘Alawi officers among themselves, of whom a
part would then support Jadid, and another part ‘Umran 3},
The main task of ‘Umran as minister of defence was to
restore discipline in the army and to transfer a number of
officers who were dangerous to Amin al-Hafiz and the
National Command. The most important of them were
Salim Hatam, ‘Izzat Jadid and Ahmad Suwaydani, who
handled their army units as if they were their personal
property. They threatened to resist with arms if they were
forced to transfer. While the National Command had hoped
that “‘Umrdan would transfer these officers something rather
different happened.

When ‘Umrén in December 1965 had returned from Madrid
his supporters and those of Jadid had contacted each other
in an effort to do away with their mutual differences. They
decided to form a common front against the officers of al-
Hafiz 119, “‘Umran tried to rebuild his own following in the
army. He hoped to get many ‘Alawi supporters of Jadid on
his side in order to be able in the end to take over the
leadership from Jadid. The army soon then became divided
into three groups. The ‘Alawi and Druze officers, who sup-
ported Salah Jadid and Hamad ‘Ubayd, controlled 60 %o of
the army units; the Sunni officers, who supported Amin
al-Hafiz, controlled 25 to 30 %o of the army units; Muham-
mad ‘Umran had a personal following amongst the remain-
ing ‘Alawli officers, who controlled 10 to 15 % of the armv
units 115, Consequently the ‘Alawi and Druze officers do-
minated the army. The posts in most divisions and brigades
were divided among these two minorities. In case the
commander would be an ‘Alawi, his deputy would be a
Druze, or the other way around 1),

Several factors have added to the preponderance of ‘Alawi,
Druze and Isma‘ili officers in the Syrian army. One of these
goes back to the time that Syria was a French Mandate.
The French favored the recruitment of minorities in all
ranks of the Troupes Spéciales du Levant, out of which la-
ter grew the armies of Syria and Lebanon. The wealthy
Sunni Arab landowning and commercial families who were
the leaders of the Arab nationalist movement reinforced
this trend by refusing fo send their sons to the army, be-
cause, in their eyes, this only served the French imperial
interests 117).

Another factor was the Syrian law which made it possible
to buy off the compulsory army service for an amount of
500 Syrian pounds. While the majority of Sunnis lives
mainly in the cities, most ‘Alawis and other minorities are
concentrated in the countryside. While the people from the
cities often are rich enough to pay £S 500 to escape the
military service, the people from the poor countryside al-
most never are, For them the army offers an opportunity
to climb up the social ladder and to lead a life that is rela-
tively more comfortable. In this way the Sunnis hecame
a minority in the army, with the result that the country-
side started dominating over the cities in the army.
Another factor which contributed to the rise of the mino-
rities in the army at the cost of the Sunnis was the fact
that Syria until 1963, was mainly ruled by Sunnis who, in
their struggle, gradually eliminated each other, until in the
end they themselves were weak enough to be eliminated
by their rivals from the minorities 118),

The socialist thought of the Ba‘th that attacked the feodal
bourgeoisie, which was mainly Sunni, met with ready
response in the poor countryside, where a majority of the
Syrian minorities lives. Ba‘th socialism was much less at-
tractive to the trading people of the cities. In this way it
could be explained that a high percentage of the Ba‘thists
comes from the countryside, and consequently, especially
from the Syrian minorities 11%). Until here everything could

be explained normally. In reality, however, the “Alawlis,
Druzes and Isma‘ilis became abnormally strongly represen-
ted in the Ba‘th party and the Syrian army. This was
especially the case after the union with Egypt, because
many former Ba‘thists from the cities had split from the
Ba‘th party and had formed their own movements.

Directly after the revolution of March 8, 1963, the officers
of the Military Committee, who were mainly “Alawis,
Druzes and Isma‘ilis, called up many officers with whom
they had family or tribal connections, and appointed them
at strategic positions in the army. The coup of March 8,
1963, can be considered as a large scale revolution of the
Syrian countryside against the cities. While, formerly, the
villagers were subordinated to the people from the cities,
the Ba‘thists now started to turn the tables and to dom-
inate them. The villagers migrated in great numbers to the
cities, where they joined their family or tribal members
who had taken over the power. Afterwards they also
started shutting the doors "of the Military Colleges in
the face of their Sunni rivals, and they admitted mainly
new students from special minorities. Sectarianism also
became apparent in the transfer of officers. Those officers
who were “trusted” were stationed close around Damascus
and were concentrated in tank brigades and the airforce.
The “not trusted” officers were stationed far away at the
Israeli front, in Aleppo or in for instance in Latakkia 120),
Moreover, in the civilian Ba'th party, the Military Com-
mittee took care that many persons belonging to their
families or tribes could enter. This caused that the party
branch of Latakkia became abnormally great if compared
with other branches !*!}. fn one case a tribal shaykh even
tried to interfere in the party elections 122),

Opponents of the Ba‘th regime, and members of minorities
that were excluded from power, have often accused the offi-
cers from the minorities who were in power, of sectarian-
ism. It should be questioned, however, whether this really
was sectarianism, or, whether it was mainly regionalism and
tribalism, that has been politicized by the opponents of the
Ba‘th regime into sectarianism. Since the Syrian religious
and ethnic minorities are usually strongly regionally con-
centrated, it could be easily argued that the concepts of
regionalism, tribalism' and sectarianism, can almost com-
pletely overlap each other. So the strong representation of
some minorities in the Syrian army and the Ba‘th party
could also, for a great part, be explained by regionalism
and tribalism.

If Syria would unite with, for instance, Egypt, the ‘Alawi,
Druze, Ism&‘ili and Christian Ba‘thist officers might get
into an inferior position as to the majority of Sunni officers
that would then exist. The Egyptian Sunni officers might
threaten the positions of the Syrian Ba‘thist officers from
the minorities, by exploiting the “sectarian” anti-minority
feelings of Syrian Sunnis. For this reason one would expect
the Syrian Ba'thist officers from the minorities to be rather
cautious, before committing their army to a complete union
with the army of Egypt, which is dominated by Sunnis 123),
It should be stressed here that most Ba‘thist “Alawis, Druzes,
Ismd‘ilis or Christians despise the weapon of sectarianism
of which they have been the victims so often, and that they
would like to have an Arab union irrespective of the religion
of the majority of the population in such a union. But
because of the often discriminating and "sectarian” attitude
of many Sunnis towards the members of these minorities,
they are sometimes forced to use their sectarian, regional
and tribal ties in order to achieve their socialist and Arab
nationalist ideals. And they are only in a position to effec-
tuate their ideals when having political power, which, in
Syria, implies control over the army.

The Coup of Salah Jadid (February 23, 1966)

Although Bitar had formed his new government on January
2, 1966 he had not yet received the confidence of the NCCR
which contained a majority of supporters of Jadid. To be
sure of a majoritiy in the NCCR a decree was issued by
which it was enlarged from ninety-five to 134 members. The
members of the dissolved Regional Command were expel-
led from the NCCR and supporters of the National Com-
mand took their places 1?4), After this had been done the
government of Bitar could receive the necessary "confi-
dence” of the NCCR.

It had been decided that a Regional Congress was to be
convened in Damascus on February 20, 1966, to choose a
new Regional Command. But because a majority of the
congress members would be supporters of Jadid, Amin al-
Hafiz forbade the Regional Congress and postponed it until
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February 25. The tension had increased so much that the
civilian supporters of al-FHafiz and Jadid even started
threatening each other in the coffeehouses of Damascus 125).
In the night of February 21, 1966, the National Command
issued a decree, according to which some officers, who
endangered its position, were to be dismissed from the
army and to be expelled from Syria. Among these officers
were Salim Hattm, Tzzat Jadid and Ahmad Suwaydani 128).
During the session at which this decree was issued, Hafiz
al-Asad suddenly stood up and said: "O, brothers, I declare
you from this moment, that T am with those officers. If they
are silent I am silent with them. And if they will fight I
will fight with them” 129). That same nighl HatGm already
had surrounded the building of the National Comimand,
wanting to take its members as prisoners. But Saldh Jadid
asked Hatim not to strike yet because he was not yet
ready with his preparations for the coming coup.

Except for the dismissals of Hatim, ‘Izzat Jadid and the
others, there was another reason why the officers were in
a hurry to prepare their coup. This was because Muham-
mad ‘Umrdn had contacted president ‘Abd al-Nasir to
restart the dialogue between Damascus and Cairo 129).

In the early morning of February 23, 1966, Salim Hatam
marched on Damascus and attacked the residence of Amin
al-I1afiz whose bodyguard fiercely resisted the attack.
After several hours ‘Izzat Jadid made an end to the strug-
gle by firing firebombs at the residence of al-FHafiz, who
then came outside and surrendered. The army units that
were controlled by the ‘Alawi and Druze officers, and some
extreme leftist Sunni officers such as Ahmad Suwaydani,
immediately rallied behind the coup. The army units of Dayr
al-Zar, Aleppo, Hama and Homs, where the army units
were dominated by Sunni officers, for some time resisted
the coup and continued to support Amin al-Hafiz and the
National Command. During the coup the airforce of Hafiz
al-Asad remained alert in order to suppress any ressurec-
tive movement. Amin al-Héafiz and most members of the
National Command were arrested 129).

The revolutionary communiqués were issued in the name
of the Provisional Syrian Regional Command, whose comi-
position was about the same as the one that had been
dissolved in December 21, 1965. The power was now totally
in the hands of Salah Jadid and his supporters 3%,
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