Deutsche Zeitschrift fuir Politik und
Wirtschaft des Orients

German Journal for Politics and
Economics of the Middle East

21. Jahrgang Nr.1 Januar 1980

Im Verbund der Stiftung

Deutsches Ubersee-Institut

Begriindet vom Nah- und Mittelost-Verein
Leske Verlag + Budrich GmbH, Opladen



Nikolaos van Dam

Middle Eastern political clichés:
»wTakriti« and »Sunni rule« in Iraq; »Alawi rule« in Syria
A critical appraisal*

In publications dealing with the political situation in Syria and Iraq it is often
suggested that the former country is ruled by an Alawi minority, whereas the re-
gime in the latter is dominated by Sunnis and more specifically by tribally rela-
ted people from the northern town of Takrit, who in their turn constitute a mi-
nority within the Sunni minority of Iraq.

Both situations would, at least statistically, be cases of so-called minority rule,
because the Alawis are only about 11 per cent of the total Syrian population, a
majority of roughly 70 per cent of which is Sunni, whereas in Iraq Shi‘i Arabs
are a majority of about 50 per cent; the Sunni Arabs and Sunni Kurds each
making up for about 20 per cent of the population.

Some even speak about the Syrian »Alawi Ba‘th« and the Iragi »Takriti
Ba‘th«,! or about the »al-Asad family regime« and the »tribal Takriti clique«.?
Many western observers take over one or more of these labels of the Ba‘thist re-
gimes in Syria and Iraq, without critically testing their validity.

In this article I propose to investigate and analyse what the reasons are for the
strong representation of Alawis in the Syrian Ba‘thist regime, and of Sunnis,
and Takritis in particular, in that of Iraqg. In doing so, I shall also try to answer
the question of whether or not labels such as »Alawi, Takriti or Sunni rule« are
justified.

| Cf. President Anwar al-Sadat of Egypt in many of his speeches in the period following his first visit to Israel in November
1977. He apparently attacked both Syria and Iraq in this way in retaliation Lo their severe attacks on him for his negotiations
with Israel. See for instance October, 26 March 1978; al-Ahram, 6 April 1979, 15 May 1979, 6 Fune 1979. In his speech of |
May 1979 President al-Sadat even went so far as to say: »1 was prepared (0 talk on behalf of the Golan. But no. Let these
dirty Alawis speak for it. These are people who have lost all meaning of life. By God, let them face their people in Syria and
let them solve it. We shall see what they will achieve. I could have brought them the Golan, but 1 am not responsible for the
Golan while the Alawis are in power... We all know who the Alawis are in the eyes of the Syrian people. The Syrian people
will deal with them. Afterwards, things will be different... The attitude of Syria — it is not right to say Syria because the Sy-
rian people arc powerless in this — the attitude of the Alawis is known. .. [King] Faysal [of Saudi Arabia] told me that Hafiz
al-Asad is Alawi and Ba‘thist, and one is more evil than the other.., Faysal also asked me: How can you hold hands with the
Syrian Ba‘thists? Al-Asad is an Alawi and Ba‘thist; one is more evil than the other.« (Radio Cairo, 1103 GMT, 1 May 1979).
And in a speech on 14 May 1979, President al-Sadat suggested that the Iragi Ba‘th regime, which he usually labelled as the
»Takrili Ba‘th«, was »shuddering because of the Shi‘is who constitute mare than 50 per cent of the population in Iraq.« (al-
Ahram, 15 May 1979).

2 Before their temporary reconciliation in October 1978, the Ba‘thist regimes of Syria and Iraq used these terms in their mutual
propaganda warfare against one another. See Nikolaos van Dam, The Struggle for Power in Syria: Sectarianism, Regiona-
lism and Tribalism in Politics (1961 —1978) (London: Croom Helm, New York: St. Martin’s Press, 1979), p. 93. Cf. Nikola-
os van Dam, »Union in the Fertile Crescent«, in: Middle Eas! International, No. 104, 20 July 1979, p.8.

*Lecture delivered at the Centre of Middle Eastern and Islamic Studies of the University of Durham, England,
on 22 November 1979
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1. Iraq
1.1. Traditional Sunni dominance

It cannot be denied that Arab Sunnis have both before and after Iraqi inde-
pendence dominated the political scene, and that from a statistical point of view
they have been strongly overrepresented in Iraqi power insitutions.

What accounts for this situation? When what is now Iraq was still part of the
Ottoman Empire, the Ottoman government, itself composed of Sunnis, gave
preference to co-religionists in appointments to the military, the bureaucracy,
and the upper echelons of the educational establishment which prepared young
people for such posts. Arab Sunnis thus gradually came to dominate the army
and the governmental bureaucracy, and had a disproportionate share of educa-
tional and professional advantages.? The fact that the schools were at first most-
ly located in the cities and larger towns, only strengthened this trend: the Sunnis,
forming the majority of the urban population, inevitably benefited to a greater
extent than the Shi‘is, who constitute the majority of the rural population;
through education, many Sunni Arabs became teachers and army officers, key
careers open to those without private means.*

Since there is a natural tendency in any society for a dominant ethnic, religio-
us or other social group to perpetuate its power, particularly if it has a dispro-
portionate share of educational, professional and military advantages, it is only
natural that Sunni Arabs remained overrepresented in power institutions also
after independence, and notwithstanding the fact that no discrimination against
the Shi‘is and the Kurds has been practiced, at least officially, since the Manda-
te.’

1.2. Regional and tribal power politics

As far as the post-monarchist period since 1958 is concerned, political factors
go much further toward explaining the strong representation of Arab Sunnis in
power institutions such as army and goverment. In the first place, the Free Offi-
cers’ movement which carried out the revolution of 1958 and dominated every
regime up to 1968, when the Ba‘th Party took over for the second time, con-
tained no Kurds and very few Arab Shi‘is, its members being mostly Sunni
Arabs from the north. The instrusion of the army into politics put the Shi‘is at a
disadvantage, since relatively few Shi‘is had reached as yet the top ranks of the
military.®

3 Phebe A. Marr, »The Political Elite in Iraq«, in: George Lenczowski (ed.), Political Elites in the Middle East (Washington
DC: American Enterprise Institute for Public Policy Research, 1975), p. 138.

4 Peter Sluglett and Marion Farouk-Sluglett, »Some Reflections on the Sunni/Shi’i Question in Iraq«, in: British Society for
Middle Eastern Studies Bulletin, Vol. 5, No. 2 (1978), p. 82. Cf. Peter Sluglett, Britain in fraq, 1914—1932 (London: Ithaca
Press, 1976), pp. 144, 150—1, 260, 275—7, 300—316.

5 Marr, op. cit., p. 138; Paul P.J. Hemphill, »The Formation of the Iragi Army, 1921—33, in: Abbas Kelidar (ed.), The In-
tegration of Modern Irag (London: Croom Helm, 1979), pp. 83, 92, 96, 97, 99—101. Cf. Hanna Batatu, The Old Social
Classes and the Revolutionary Movements of Iraq. A Study of Iraq’s Old Landed and Commercial Classes and of its Com-
munists, Ba‘thists, and Free Officers (Princeton, New Jersey: Princeton University Press, 1978), p. 26, who writes: »Reali-
zing how much depended on the conciliation of the Shi‘is, and clearly troubled by the half-truth that ‘the taxes are on the
Shi’i, death is on the Shi’i, and the posts are for the Sunni” — which he heard ‘thousands of times’ — [King] Faisal went out
of his way to associate the Shi’is with the new state and to ease their admission into the government service; among other
things, he put promising young members of this sect through an accelerated program of training, and afforded them the
chance to rise rapidly to positions of responsibility. He also saw to it that the Kurds received an appropriate quota of public
appointments.« For a different view see: Elie Kedourie, »The Kingdom of Iraq: a Retrospect, in: The Chatham House Ver-
sion and other Middle Eastern Studies (London: Weidenfeld and Nicolson, 1970), pp. 249—254.

6 Marr, op. cit., p. 138,
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In fact the strong representation of Sunni Arabs in the army and governments
since 1958 was not so much — as is often suggested — a result of sectarianism in
the form of Sunni Arab discrimination and prejudice against Shi‘is. It was much
more a result of tribalism and regionalism playing an important role in Iraqi
power politics. Military leaders tended to strengthen their grip on the army and
to ensure their power positions in it by appointing tribal relatives or trusted
friends from their home regions to sensitive positions. Since the population of
Iraq is, from a religious point of view, not very much mixed geographically, and
the Sunnis and Shi‘is are mainly confined to specific areas (i.e. the Sunnis being
concentrated mainly in the area of Baghdad and northward, whereas the Shi‘is
are concentrated in the south, both areas themselves having rather homogene-
ous populations as to religion) regionalism or tribalism usually implicates relying
on co-religionists, without sectarian ties as such being important.

Typical cases of tribally and regionally narrowly based regimes were those of
the Arif brothers (1963—1968). Both heavily relied on officers, non-
commissiond officers and men from their own al-Jumaylah tribe from the pre-
dominantly Sunni western province of al-Ramadi.” In the time of the second
Arif regime, the Iragi government became, as Professor Hanna Batatu has de-
scribed, »to a greater degree than formerly, a plaything of officers’ groups, and
as these groups were only nominally differentiated by ideas, but in fact revolved
around self-interested persons or drew their nourishment from narrow regional
loyalties, politics in the upper levels increasingly degenerated into a struggle of
factions without issues«.?

It is true that the elder President Arif sometimes in his speeches made Sunni
coloured nationalist remarks (for instance, he particularly praised the Sunni
Arab Umayyad dynasty) which Arab Shi‘is considered as discriminatory against
them. Arif’s reliance on predominantly Sunni officers had however little or
nothing to do with sectarianism, but reflected regional and tribal power politics.

1.3. The quasi relationship between being Arab Sunni and Arab nationalist

A second factor which indirectly enforced the trend of strong Sunni Arab re-
presentation in Iragi power institutions was the Arab nationalist orientation of
the governments since 1963. Phebe A. Marr argues that »the major support for
and leadership of the pan-Arab movement, both pro-Egyptian and Baathist, in
Irag has come from the Arab Sunni population, particularly that portion of it
which inhabits the towns and villages along the upper Tigris and Euphrates be-
tween Baghdad and Mosul. These Arab Sunnis feel most in common with their
coreligionists across the border in Syria and even in Egypt. The domination of
the government since 1963 by the Arab nationalists and the Baathists, then, has
meant Arab Sunni domination. Conversely, the pan-Arab orientation of these
regimes, at least of their public professions, has drawn support from the Arab
Sunni population and helped reinforce the presence of the Arab Sunnis in go-
vernment.«®

7 Bawaw, op. cit., pp. 1027—38, 1034, 1062—3.
8  Ibid., p. 1063.
9  Marr, op. cit., p. 138.
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So far so good, but has this strong representation of Arab Sunnis anything to
do with their being Sunnis? And is there really a clear relationship between
being Sunni and Arab nationalist? I would say not. The decisive factor here
again turns out to be firstly regional: Many people in the northern (predomi-
nantly Sunni) Arab provinces traditionally leaned strongly towards pan-
Arabism, inasmuch as they had in Ottoman times been economically (and in
many cases socially) linked with Syria, and now suffered from the partition of
the Arab areas of the Ottoman Empire and the obstacles of the new frontiers.
»Indeed, it would not be going too far, to say that in the days of the monarchy
the people of Mosul were closer in outlook and temperament to the Arabs of
Syria or, more specifically, of Aleppo, than to the Arabs of central and sou-
thern Iraq«.!° This is partly a result of the fact that at the beginning of this cen-
tury the major cities of Iraq differed in their economic orientation: The ties of
Mosul were mainly with Syria and Turkey; those of Baghdad and the Shi‘i holy
cities with Persia and the western and southwestern deserts; whereas Basrah
looked mainly to the sea and to India.!! Until today many Iraqgi Arabs living
along the Euphrates west of Baghdad feel strongly related to the Arabs living
across the border in Syria. This has little or nothing to do with the fact that both
groups are mainly Sunni. Traditional economic and social orientations in the re-
gion are much more important. Nevertheless, the Shi‘i Arab majority, in its
bulk, particularly in the past when Arab nationalist ideology usually had a
strong Sunni undercurrent, did not care to be integrated in what appeared in its
eyes as an Arab unionist state of a predominantly Sunni colouring.!?

1.4. Secular Ba ‘thist Arabism

The secular Arab nationalist ideology of the Ba‘th Party which assumed
power in 1968, has generally made acceptance of Arabism easier for the Iraqi
Shi‘i Arab population.!? Secular Ba‘thist Arabism considers Islam as an
Arab cultural heritage, to which a/l Arabs, whether Sunnior Shi‘i Muslim or
Christian, are equal heirs apparent. Therefore, Arab heroes of Shi‘i history
are in Ba‘thist ideology considered on the same footing as Sunni Arab histo-
rical figures.!'4 This point of secular Arabism has repeatedly been stressed by
Iraqgi President Saddam Husayn and by other Iraqi Ba‘thists.

Thus, President Saddam Husayn for example, recently stated in a speech
in the Shi‘i holy city al-Najaf that »Iraq will fight and triumph against inju-
stice everywhere with the swords of [Shi‘i] Imam Ali, [his son] Husayn, Kha-
lid ibn al-Walid [chief general of the first Caliph Abu Bakr, and one of the
key figures of the early Arab Islamic conquests], Salah al-Din [Saladin, the
famous Kurdish Muslim commander from Takrit who recaptured Jerusalem
from the Crusaders], all Arab strugglers and Islamic leaders of the land of
Arabism and of the message of Islam.«!’

10 Batatu, op. cit., p. 43; cf. pp. 16—7, 29, 298---300, 818; Patrick Seale, The Struggle for Syria. A Study of Post-War Arab
Politics, 1945—1958 (London: Oxford University Press, 1965), pp. 29—30, 46—7, 79.

11 Batatu, op. cit., pp. 16—7.

12 Ibid., p. 818.

13 Abbas Kelidar, Irag: The Search for Stability (Conflict Studies No. 59, July 1975, London), p. 4, unjustly suggests that
Ba‘thist Arabism is Sunni coloured, and not secular.

14 Cf. Saddam Husayn, Nazrah fi al-Din wa al-Turath (»A Look at Religion and Heritage«) (Baghdad: Dér al-Hurriyah lil-
Tibd‘ah, 1978); cf. Werner Ende, Arabische Nation und Islamische Geschichte, Die Umayyaden im Urteil Arabischer Auto-
ren des 20. Jahrhunderts (Bayriit, Wiesbaden: Franz Steiner Verlag, 1977).

15 Radio Baghdad, 1600 GMT, 17 October 1979.
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On another occasion, following the reported discovery in July 1979 of a
plot against the Iragi regime, President Saddam Husayn indirectly accused
Syria of being involved in it by implicitly comparing the ensuing relationship
between the Ba‘thist regimes of Irag and Syria with the historical seventh
century rivalry between Shi‘i Imam Aliibn Abi Talib who controlled most of
Iraq at the time, and Mu‘awiyah, the Umayyad Governor of Syria who chal-
lenged the former’s claim to the caliphate. Notwithstanding his being a Sun-
ni, President Saddam Husayn described the Shi‘i Imam Ali as »a man of ho-
nour representing all meanings and spirit of the Islamic mission« who »al-
ways lived for honour, principles and the values of Islam and chivalry«,
whereas he simultaneously labelled Mu‘awiyah, the founder of the Arab
Sunni Umayyad dynasty, as a man »who was fighting for the sake of earthly
temptations.«!¢ Former non-Ba‘thist Sunni presidents would probably never
have made such positive remarks about Shi‘i Imams like Ali when comparing
him with Mu‘awiyah.

1.5. Sunni and Shi‘i membership in the Iraqi Ba‘th

Notwithstanding its secularist orientation the trend towards so-called Sunni
overrepresentation increased even further during the period following 1968
when the Ba‘th Party took over power. In the new regime Ba‘thists from Takrit
played a key role. In the mid-seventies Ba‘thists from Takrit held not only al-
most all the foremost posts in the party, army, and the government, of which of
course the portfolio of defence, but also, among other things, the governorship
and Security Department of Baghdad, and the commands of the air force, the
Baghdad garrison, the Habbaniyah air base, and the tank regiment of the Repu-
blican Guard.!’

What accounted for this anomalous situation? Originally, i.e. before 1963,
the Ba‘th Party in Iraq was quite different in composition of its membership.
Whereas the officer-Ba‘thists were in this period almost without exception Arab
Sunnis who by birth or origin were preponderantly from the country towns of
the upper Tigris and the upper Euphrates, the majority of the highest civilian le-
aders were Shi‘is by extraction. Nevertheless, Shi‘is and Sunnis were to be found
in the major existing factions, and it can be said that up to November 1963,
when the Ba‘th was temporarily ousted from power, it had to a large extent the
characteristic of a genuine secular partnership between the Sunni and Shi‘i Arab
nationalist youth.!®* When the Ba‘th made a come-back in 1968, the role of Sun-
nis, and of Takritis in particular, had risen sharply, while that of Shi‘is had
strongly declined. The Shi‘is lost their numerical strength partly because many
of them backed the Shi‘i Iraqi regional secretary general of the Ba‘th, Ali Salih
al-Sa‘di, who together with some other Shi‘i party leaders like Talib Shabib and
Hazim Jawad had filled both the military and civilian sections of the party ap-

16 Radio Baghdad, 2010 GMT, 8 August 1979.

17 Batatu, op. cit., p. 1088.

18 Ibid., pp. 1017, 1078. For a history of the rise of the Ba‘th Party in Iraq till 1958 see: Shibli al-‘Aysami, Hizb al-Ba‘th
al-*Arabi al-Ishtirdki, 2, Marhalat al-Numiiw wa al-Tawassu', 1949—1958 (»The Arab Ba'th Socialist Party, 2, The Stage of
Growth and Expansion, 1949—1958«) (Bayrtt: Dar al-Tali‘ah [il-Tibd‘ah wa al-Nashr, 1978), pp. 197—226. Cf. Muhsin
Ahmad Muhammad, al-Fikr al-Ishtirdki li-Hizb al-Ba‘th al-*Arabi al-Ishtirdki (»Socialist Thought of the Arab Ba‘th Socia-
list Party«) (Baghdad: University of Baghdad, M.A. Thesis, April 1978), pp. 217—242, where details are given about the so-
cial compositicn of the Ba‘th Party in Iraq.
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paratus with numerous personal followers, many of whom happened to be
Shi‘is as well. In many cases these members were admitted through irregular
procedures, on basis of ties of mere friendship and according to personal incli-
nations. Thus, personal factionalism was encouraged in this period, and a kind
of »wild growth« of the party apparatus undermined the position of the Ba‘th
Party in Iraq as a whole. Many of the members thus admitted were purged after
the ouster of al-Sa‘di from the party following his conflict with the military
Ba‘thists in 1963.1°

Another, perhaps much more important reason for the decline of Shi‘is in the
Iragi Ba‘th lay in the discriminatory practices of the police. Professor Batatu
has observed that »Ba‘thists belonging to this sect were, after the 1963 coup by
Abd-us-Salam Aref, on the whole more systematically hunted than their Sunni
comrades and, when nabbed, treated with severity, whereas the latter frequently
escaped with light[er] sentences. The explanation for this is to be sought not so
much in sectarian prejudice as in the fact that Sunni Ba‘thists were often from
the same town or province or tribe as the members of the police, for the depart-
ments of Interior and Security teemed with functionaries from the province of
ar-Ramadi and the northern districts of Baghdad province, from which many
Ba‘thists also hailed. The situation was a carry-over from the days of the mo-
narchy, when such directors general of police as Abd-uj-Jabbar ar-Rawi and
Bahjat ad-Dulaimi — both by origin from ar-Ramadi — facilitated, it would
seem, the entry of their kinsfolk and clansmen into the service under their con-
trol«. 2

1.6. Takritism

Though, as just mentioned, Sunni Ba‘thists were on the whole less systemati-
cally hunted than their Shi‘i comrades under the first Arif regime, the harshness
of suppression of the Ba‘th Party in general in Iraq should not be underestima-
ted. Following the discovery of a Ba‘thist plot to topple the Arif regime in Sep-
tember 1964, most party members were emprisoned, leaving those party leaders
who had escaped arrest with the formidably difficult task of rebuilding and re-
organizing the party apparatus, which as a result of internal splits and rivalries
in 1963 had for some time been paralyzed in its activities. In 1964 leadership of
the Ba‘th in Iraq passed into the hands of General Ahmad Hasan al-Bakr and
Saddam Husayn, who were both from Takrit, and were tribally related by com-
mon membership to the al-Begat section of the Al-Bu Nasir tribe. Together they
were responsible for reorganising the military and civilian sections of the Ba‘th
Party apparatus which in 1968 assumed power. Due to political instability and

19 Bataw, op. cit., p. 1078, and p. 1017, where he remarks: Social heterogeneousness tended naturally to make for differences
in impulses, passions, hopes, and turns of mind... The unsubstantiality of ideological links smoothed the path before other
connections within the party [in this period]. Thus Ba‘thists from the same town, say Takrit, or of the same profession —
this is particularly true of the military members — or from similar social backgrounds tended to cooperate more readily with
each other than with other Ba‘thists. The tenuousness of the ideological nexus also fostered the growth of ties of private in-
terest or of cliques around individuals.« Bashir al-Da‘lq (ed.), Nidél Hizb al-Ba‘th al-‘Arabi al-Ishtiraki ‘abr Mu’tamaratih
al-Qawmiyah. Al-Mu’tamar al-Qawmi al-Thamin (Nisin 1965) (»The Siruggle of the Arab Ba‘th Socialist Party through its
National Congresses. The Eigth National Congress (April 1965)«) (Bayriit; Dar al-Tali‘ah lil-Tiba‘ah wa al-Nashr, 1972), pp.
56—7.

20 Batatu, op. cit., pp. 1078--9,

21 Ibid., p. 1084.
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the increasingly conspiratorial nature of politics, they, for security reasons, had
to place a premium on mutual confidence.? Those who could best be trusted,
frequently turned out to be relatives, or friends from their hometown Takrit or
its surrounding areas.??

But this is not the whole story about the strong representation of Takritis in
power institutions. Already before the rise of the Ba‘th Party to power a great
number of them was in the army. As Professor Batatu has pointed out, »this
fact is not unrelated to the impoverishment of the inhabitants of Takrit caused
by the decline in the production of kalaks — rafts of inflated skins — for which
their town was renowned in the nineteenth century. To earn their living, many
moved to Baghdad and settled in what is known today as the quarter of [the
Takritis] at-Takartah. Some found employment as railway construction wor-
kers or laboured on the K2-Baiji-Hadithah oil pipeline. Others, however, were

able to gain admission into the cost-free Royal Military Academy.
For this they had to thank Mawlud Mukhlis, a protégé of [King] Faisal I and a

vice — president of the Senate under the monarchy«.?

Mukhlis, who was Takriti by extraction, and was married to a Taktriti girl
who was a kinswoman to Ahmad Hasan al-Bakr; was a man of the highest con-
nections. Till his death in the fifties he used his influence in favour of Takritis in
view of the many links that tied him to them, and he encouraged many young
political aspirants of his poor and arid district to enroll in the army and police
services.? Similarly, politicians like al-Bakr and Saddam Husayn have used their
influence to place Takritis during their rule in key posts, albeit on a Ba‘thist ba-
sis.

To explain the rise of many Takritis to first rank in the Iraqgi officer’s corps,
one has to refer also to the frequent comb-outs in the army. Since the Revolu-
tion of 1958 no fewer than three thousand officers have been pensioned off,

22 As a result of the 23 February 1966 coup in Syria which ousted the Ba‘th Party’s National Command from power there, a
spiit occurred in the Ba‘th Party organization in Iraq. The Iraqi Ba‘thists under leadership of Ahmad Hasan al-Bakr and
Saddam Husayn refused to recognize the new Syrian regime and remained loyal to the ousted National Command. This ma-
de their position inside Iraq even more difficult. Thus, the new Syrian regime provided the Arif regime with information
about its former (and now rival) Iragi Ba‘thist colleagues, and even officially proclaimed from Radio Damascus the dismissal
of their Iragi Regional Command, thereby exposing its members to the Arif regime, facilitating their arrest, and consequent-
ly endangering the existence of their whole party apparatus. (Revolutionary Iraq, 1968—1973. The Political Report Adopted
by the Eigth Regional Congress of the Arab Ba‘th Soclalist Party, January 1974, Baghdad, 1974, pp. 25—6.)

23 Phebe Ann Marr, »lraq’s Leadership Dilemma: A Study in Leadership Trends, 1948--1968«, in: The Middle East Journal,
vol. 24, Summer 1970, p. 287. As can be deducted from the pictures and names of the major Ba‘thist participants in the
17—30 July 1968 coup, exhibited in the Arab Ba‘th Socialist Party Museum in Baghdad, members from Takrit and adjacent
areas such as al-Dawr and Samarra were by far the most important group. Edith and E.F. Penrose, Iraq: International Rela-
tions and National Development (London: Ernest Benn, .1978), p. 358, have this to say about Takrit: »The regime was large-
ly in the hands of a group of army officers and a few civilians coming from the town Takrit... This region is a Sunni strong-
hold, and the group reflected a Sunni interest which had aimed to restore Sunni dominance after Qassim had opened public
posts much more widely than they had ever been open before to Shia. The incongruity between this sectarianism and the pro-
fessed universalism within the Arab world which Aflaq preached was particularly glaring.« And about the relationship be-
tween Ahmad Hasan al-Bakr and Saddam Husayn they argue as follows: »Al-Bakr ... selected Saddam Hussain al-Takriti, a
young member of the party coming from Takrit area, as a deputy who could be regarded as a civilian. The selection was arbi-
trary, favouring the region, the religious group, and the religious party 10 which the selecior belonged.« (lbid., p. 360). From
the foregoing, as well as from what follows, it should be clear that the above-quoted remarks of Edith and E.F.Penrose ab-
out sectarianism in the Ba‘th Party in Iraq are completely unfounded. As Peter Sluglett and Marion Farouk-Sluglett, op.
cit., p. 84, remark: »lt seems almost unnecessary to point out that, given the shaky social basis of the regime, the fact that
most of the members of the Revolutionary Command Council came from this area [i.e. firstly from Takrit, and secondly al-
so from upper-Euphrates towns like Rawah, Anah, and Hadithah] is because they are the friends and kin of those already
there, rather than because they attend the same mosque. Some token forelock-tugging in the direction of lslam may be ne-
cessary for certain areas of foreign and domestic consumption, but the new generation of Ba‘thist ministers and technocrats,
while acknowledging the importance of wasta (wdsita), would be astounded at any suggestion that they owed their position
1o their sectarian affiliation.«

24 Baiatu, op. cit., pp. 1088—9.

25 Kelidar, op. cit., p. 6. M
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among whom military royalists following the destruction of the monarchy; mili-
tary supporters of the Qasim regime in 1963; the faction of Mosulite officers un-
der leadership of General Abd al-Aziz al-Uqayli in 1966 and 1969; and finally
the faction of Ramadi officers, who linked their fate with that of the Arif bro-
thers or with the group ofAbd al-Razzaq al-Nayif and Ibrahim al-Dawud, who
only temporarily shared power with the Ba‘th in July 1968 before being purged
altogether. All these purges redounded to the advantage of Takritis.?

Even during the reign of the Ba‘th itself since 1968 the role of tribally related
Takriti Ba‘thists in military and civilian key positions was further accentuated
and consolidated. This was partly a result of resentment which other prominent
Ba‘thists harboured against Takriti overrepresentation. For instance, Nazim
Kazzar, the Shi‘i Director General of Internal Security, who felt excluded from
real power, and reportedly resented Takriti dominance, only strengthened the
trend he opposed, by trying to dislodge the most prominent leaders of Takriti
origin from power in an abortive coup in June 1973.27 This may well have
strengthened the conviction of the then President Ahmad Hasan al-Bakr and his
then Vice-President Saddam Husayn that only by placing or maintaining some
of the most reliable and tribally related Ba‘thists from their home town Takrit in
the most sensitive military and civilian key security positions they could ensure
the survival of their regime in the longer run.

Nevertheless, the composition of the Iraqi Ba‘thist elite is now gradually
being broadened, away from regionalism and tribalism: more and more
Ba‘thists from other parts of the country, including the Shi‘i south, have oppor-
tunities to reach high party and government posts, though perhaps only spora-
dically the most sensitive ones. And as long as the present high level of iron par-
ty discipline and absence of corruption in the Iraqi Ba‘thist upper elite is being
maintained, this trend may well continue.?

Taking all this into account it would be going too far to say, as Professor Ba-
tatu does, »that the Takritis rule through the Ba‘th party, rather than the Ba‘th
party through the Takritis«.?? It is clear that Takritis are strongly overrepresent-
ed in the most important power institutions. Nevertheless, I think it would be
better to state that the present regime is in the first place Ba‘thist, and that being
a Ba‘thist is decisive for being in power. The high placed Takriti Ba‘thists may
consider themselves as a temporarily indispensible safety device, necessary to
keep the present Ba‘th leadership in power during a transitional period long
enough to have Ba‘thism penetrate deeply into Iragi society and to broaden the
Ba‘thist elite‘s composition gradually, so as to finally win wider recongnition in
Iraq of its legitimacy as a ruling party.

2. Syria
2.1. Alawi Ba ‘thist dominance
The present position of Alawis in the Syrian Ba‘th differs considerably from

26 Batatu, op. cit., p. 1092.

27 Kelidar, op. cit., p. 9. Cf. Majid Khadduri, Socialist Iraq. A Study in Iraqi Politics since 1968 (Washington: The Middle East
Institute, 1978), p. 65 n26.

28 Party discipline was evidenced among other things in the apparently highly effective literacy campaign launched by the Iragi
leadership in 1978, in which the party apparatus was instructed to participate everywhere in the country, including in its most
remote and desolate areas. The campaign made refusal to learn reading, writing and arithmetic a crime punishable by fines
and jail terms. In September 1979 Iraq was awarded the UNESCO annual prize for the most effective literacy campaign in
the world. (Cf. International Herald Tribune, 27 September 1979).

29 Batatu, op. cit., p. 1088.
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that of Takritis in the Iraqi Ba‘th. In Syria the strong overrepresentation of Ala-
wis in power institutions was mainly the result of a long inter-Ba‘thist struggle
for power, in which sectarian, regional and tribal loyalties were exploited to the
furthest limits, and played an important role ever since the Ba‘thist monopoliza-
tion of power in 1963.

Much of present—day Alawi domination can be indirectly traced back to
the more or less accidental fact that the leadership of the secret Ba‘thist military
organization — better known as the Military Committee — which seized power
in 1963 happened to be in the hands of Alawi officers. In order to quickly con-
solidate their newly achieved power positions in the army, these officers called
up numerous officers and non-commissioned officers with whom they were re-
lated through family, tribal or regional ties, so as to fill the gaps in the army re-
sulting from purges of political opponents. Under these circumstances it is not
surprising that the majority of purged officers were replaced by Alawis. Similar-
ly the other places were filled to a great extent by Druzes, Isma‘ilis and Sunnis
from Hawran, due to the — again more or less accidental — fact that officers
from these communities and regions were members of the Military Committee
as well.

In a subsequent stage it was difficult for the Military Committee to get rid of
ideologically unmotivated or other directed elements who were not on one line
with the Ba‘thist leadership, and nonetheless demanded their share of power as
a compensation for their indispensible help during the first stages of the Ba‘thist
revolution. All this gave way to various kinds of factionalism and instability.

The Alawi dominated factions in the Syrian army thanked their powerful po-
sition partly to purges of other sectarian and/or regionally based military fact-
ions which resented their disproportionally strong representation in power insti-
tutions, but by their opposition to it helped to even strengthen the trend they op-
posed: In February 1966 some of the most prominent Sunni officers factions
supporting Sunni President Amin al-Hafiz were purged from the army follow-
ing a Sunni-minoritarian polarization in the officers‘ corps; in September 1966
the major Druze factions were purged, following an Alawi-Druze sectarian po-
larization; and in the course of 1967, 1968 and the beginning of 1969 the remain-
ing most important non-Alawi blocks in the Syrian army were eliminated or
neutralized. In this period particularly some prominent Isma‘ili and Hawrani
Ba‘thist factions lost power. All this resulted in a situation in which some Alawi
officers¢ factions which had survived the preceding purges ended up in a su-
preme position. This found expression in the fact that the subsequent power
struggle was mainly confined to members of the Alawi community themselves.
In November 1970, power was more or less completely monopolized by the
(mainly Alawi) officers* faction of Hafiz al-Asad who became Syria‘s first Ala-
wi President a few months later. ¥

2.2. Minoritarians in the Syrian army and Ba‘th Party

When in 1963 sectarianism, regionalism, and tribalism started to play an im-
portant role in the inter-Ba‘thist power struggle in Syria, the minoritarian and

30 Foran exlensiye de_scriplion see Nikolaos van Dam, The Struggle for Power in Syria. Cf. Nikolaos van Dam, »Sectarian and
Regional Factionalism in the Syrian Political Elite«, in: The Middle East Journal, Vol. 32, Spring 1978, No. 2, pp. 201—210.
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rural officers of the Military Committee could count on help and support of
many military men and other officers with similar social backgrounds, who we-
re already present in the army and Ba‘th Party before the leaders of the Ba‘thist
Military Committee had seized power.

As I have already extensively explained in my book on Syria,?! the Ba‘th Par-
ty in Syria counted many members fromi religious minorities and from the poor
countryside as a result of the fact that the party at first recruited its initial mem-
bers among rural migrants who had come to Damascus for further education.
From Damascus the party organization spread spontaneously, and without any
clear plans of action, through the traditional social channels to the communities
of the first party members, many of whom happened to be Alawis, Druzes and
Isma’ilis.

Its socialist ideals made it easier for the party to obtain a firm footing in the
rural towns and in the poverty-stricken rural areas than in the greater cities,
where the political scene was dominated by the local bourgeoisie and traders.
Since in Syria Arabic-speaking religious minorities are mainly concentrated in
rural areas and bigger cities are principally Sunni, it is not surprising that mino-
rity members predominated among the Ba‘thists.

But whereas the socialist component of Ba‘th ideology contributed only indi-
rectly, i.e. because of an overlap between ecological and sectarian factors, to a
disproportionally strong representation of minority members in the Ba‘th Party,
there was also a direct cause: the secular character of Ba‘thist Arab nationalism.
Since the Arab nationalist movement had — as I already mentioned — traditio-
nally been Sunni dominated and Sunni coloured, allotting only secondary status
to minoritarians, secular Ba‘thist Arabism could appeal much more strongly to
Arabic-speaking minority members who may have hoped that the Ba‘th Party
would help them to free themselves of their minority status and the narrow so-
cial frame of sectarian, regional and tribal ties.

Finally, the minority members must have been attracted by the idea that the
traditional Sunni-urban domination of Syrian political life might be broken by
the establishment of a secular socialist-political system as envisaged by the
Ba‘th, in which there would be no political and socio-economic discrimination
against non-Sunnis, or, more particularly, against members of heterodox Isla-
mic communities.

The fact that relatively many of the original Ba‘thists came from rural and
minoritarian backgrounds later formed a social impediment to the membership
of urbanites, i.e. due to the traditional contrasts between urban and rural com-
munities and between Sunnis and religious minorities. Such traditional social
barriers impeded a normal country-wide expansion of the Ba‘th party organiza-
tion, also after it came to power in 1963.

Not only the Ba‘th Party counted already many minoritarians before 1963,
but also the Syrian army. This was a result of, among other things, the French
Mandatory authorities, who within the frame of a divide-and-rule policy favou-
red recruitment from the various religious and ethnic minorities, such as the
Alawis, Druzes, Isma‘ilis, Christians, Kurds and Circassians, in the Troupes
Spéciales du Levant, which later developed into the Syrian and Lebanese Armed

31 Nikolaos van Dam, The Struggle for Power in Syria, pp. 31—50.
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Forces. A socio-economic factor that even further accentuated the strong repre-
sentation of minority members in the Syrian army was that to many people
from the poor countryside (where most minoritarians live) a military career of-
fered a welcome opportunity to climb the social ladder, and lead a life that
would be slightly more comfortable than that within the agrarian sector. This
incentive was of less significance for people from the larger cities which were
mainly Sunni. Finally, people in urban areas frequently found it easier than
their rural counterparts to avoid military service by paying a redemption fee.

After Syria became independent in 1946, entrants to the Military Academy at
Homs increased strongly each year, mainly due to the vast expansion in the
number of schools which opened up educational opportunities in hundreds of
villages and small towns to the sons of the lower classes. Indirectly, this trend
again helped to increase the number of (ex-peasant) minority officers.

Once having moved into command positions, these officers brought in relati-
ves and others from their sectarian, regional and tribal communities, helping
them to advance and tending to favour their applications to the army, navy and
air academies.

2.3. Arab nationalist taboo on sectarianism

Notwithstanding the fact that Syria is at present undergoing a serious internal
crisis in which the country‘s national unity is severely threatened by sectarian
tensions, particularly between Alawis and the Sunni majority of the population,
the Syrian government and its mass media keep systematically denying that sec-
tarianism could be of any determining influence on Syrian political and social
life.

The following text of a press review on Radio Damascus may serve as a typi-

cal example of this complete denial:
»In today‘s comment, Tishrin cites the feverish psychological campaign waged
against Syria by the Arab nation‘s enemies and plotters against our cause, say-
ing that these enemies are playing the sectarian tune, attempting to stir up secta-
rian strife and giving sectarian interpretations to every incident, whether petty or
significant, that takes place in Syria. Tishrin adds that the success of the United
States and its allies in manipulating the sectarian issue to serve their purposes in
Cyprus and Lebanon recently, and in other parts of the world previously, has
spurred them on to foment sectarianism in Syria through hirelings and agents as
well as through instigation and fabrication. However, the imperialists‘ successes
in Lebanon and Cyprus were not only the results of cunning psychological war-
fare, but were originally due to the existence of psychological, educational, eco-
nomic and political foundations for sectarianism. However, such foundations
do not exist in Syria and never did, even during the occupation period. This is
why all efforts exerted by the occupying colonialists to spread sectarianism and
divide the people‘s ranks were doomed to failure, even when the colonialists di-
vided Syria by force into sectarian statelets, since these statelets eventually gave
way to the masses’ national spirit and deep pan-Arab (gawmi-
yah) feelings.

After reviewing Syria‘s national and pan-Arab history from the French man-
date to the present, the paper affirms that every attempt to diagnose Syria‘s pro-
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blems by recourse to sectarian premises are mere fabrications against our people
and must be resisted with force and determination, because our people, who
have never experienced sectarianism, will form strong barriers in the face of all
attempts to fake the struggle waged by our masses and divert attention from the
real enemies both abroad and within the nation«.%

This example clearly illustrates the taboo which in Syrian and other Arab na-
tionalist circles obtains on overtly speaking or writing about sectarianism as an
important issue in political and social life. This taboo in particular makes it dif-
ficult for the scientist to obtain reliable information on the subject concerned.
Political sensitivities prevent politicians from expressing themselves freely on a
subject such as sectarianism, and foreign researchers into contemporary politi-
cal and social developments often meet with distrust as to their real purposes,
particularly if subjects like sectarianism, regionalism and tribalism are
investigated.

Books on »Who*s Who in Syria« or the » Arab World« simply do not provide
complete details about religion, etcetera, certainly not where the presently ruling
Ba‘thists are concerned. One therefore has to find out for oneself, making stati-
stical research on sectarian and regional representation in Syrian power institut-
ion not an easy task of just making mathematical calculations.

2.4. Sectarian consciousness

The secretiveness which surrounds the subject of sectarianism in Syria, ne-
vertheless does not imply that many Ba‘thists and others who publicly alledge
that sectarianism and regionalism are unimportant issues, would not know
exactly what other people‘s religions or regional origins are.

This may be illustrated by a passage from an internal »secret« Ba‘th Party do-

cument, issued in 1966, where it is stated that:
»Major General Muhammad Umran has said in front of the National Com-
mand that Mahmud Hamra cannot command his battalion because 70 per cent
of the non-commissioned officers in his battalion are led by Ali Mustafa. The
same applies to Muhammad al-Hajj Rahmun and Kasir Mahmud respectively.
[Military] branch 60 considers this presentation [of things] as equivalent to a
pure sectarian presentation [of the situation]. We [therefore]demand the expul-
sion of Major General Muhammad Umran from the Government and the Par-
ty, and we insist on this demand. The Branch likewise sharply criticizes sectaria-
nism and regionalism and decides [to propose] even the death [sentence] for an-
yone who is proven to be under its influence«.*

This quotation learns us various things. In the first place that sectarianism at
the time played such an important role in the Syrian army that some Ba‘thist of-
ficers found it necesseary to propose death sentences for those who would be in-
fluenced by it in their dealings within the Ba‘th Party and the army.

Secondly it learns us that it is apparently taken for granted that all Ba‘thists
who at the time had access to the internal party document I just quoted were

32 Radio Damascus, 0850 GMT; 19 September 1979.

33 Hizb al-Ba‘th al-‘Arabf al-Ishtiraki, al-Quur al-Sfrf, al-Qiyadah al-Qutriyah, al-Taqrir al-Wath&’igi li-Azmat al-Hizb wa al-
Mugaddam lil-Mu’tamar al-Quuri al-Istithna’i al-Mun ‘aqid bayn 10/3—27/3/1966 (»The Documentary Report on the Par-
ty’s Crisis Presented to the Extraordinary Regional Congress Held between 10/3—27/3 1966«) (Damascus), pp. 65—6.
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completely informed as to the sectarian backgrounds of their officer-colleagues
mentioned by name. For only if one knew that Muhammad Umran, Ali Musta-
fa and Kasir Mahmud were Alawi Ba‘thist officers, and that Mahmud Hamra
and Muhammad al-Hajj Rahmun were Sunni Ba‘thist officers, and when one
fills in their religions as well as their military functions in the quotation I just
mentioned, its deeper contents can become clear. It then reads:

»[The Alawi Minister of Defence] Major General Muhammad Umran has said
in front of the National Command that Mahmud Hamra [who is a Sunni officer
from Hama] cannot command his battalion [of the 70th Armoured Brigade],
because 70 per cent of the non-commissioned officers in his battalion [are appa-
rently Alawis and] are led by Ali Mustafa [an Alawi battalion commander in the
same brigade, and supporter of Umran]. The same applies to respectively Mu-
hammad al-Hajj Rahmun [who is a Sunni battalion commander] and Kasir
Mahmud [an Alawi battalion commander]«.

Thirdly this quotation learns us that the army command structure and disci-
pline were at the time undermined by manipulation with sectarian loyalties.
Thus, sectarian ties not only played an important role in the appointment of of-
ficers in high military positions, but also at lower levels. Some armed units came
to be composed mainly of members of a specific religious community. Thus,
some tank battalions, for instance of the 70th Armoured Brigade stationed near
al-Kiswah south of Damascus, were mainly Alawi. The same applies today to
the so-called Defence Companies (Sardyd al-Difd‘) commanded by Rif‘at al-
Asad, brother of the Syrian President.

Apparently, the appointment of Sunni officers at high military posts was
sometimes principally intended to satisfy their Sunni army comrades, as well as
to diminish their distrust of military men from religious minorities, most parti-
cularly Alawis. For such appointments might help to negate the impression that
key positions in the Armed Forces were mainly occupied by members of specific
communities. But to hold a high military function did not imply having inde-
pendent power.

2.5. Sectarianism combined with corruption and lack of party discipline

Similar to the Iraqi situation, the most sensitive military and civilian key secu-
rity positions in Syria are controlled by persons who are in many cases tribally
and regionally related to the Alawi Syrian President Hafiz al-Asad, and thus be-
long mainly to the Alawi community. However, because of the fact that the
Alawi dominated party elite is deeply infected with corruption and lacks party
discipline, a broadening of its composition seems to be hindered. Different from
the Iragi Ba‘th the Syrian regime therefore seems to be caught in a viscious circle
and its Alawi character becomes stronger and stronger partly also as a result of
sectarian polarization in Syrian society,which endangers its very existence as
well as that of many Alawis who have nothing to do with the Ba‘thist regime.
Officially the Ba‘th Party pursues an ideology that wants to do away with secta-
rian, regional and tribal loyalties. But when it took power in Syria its leading of-
ficers found it necessary to revert to just those traditional loyalties in order to
consolidate their positions and not to loose the strength that would be needed to
realise that ideology. Thus, on the one hand power was essential if the necessary
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drastic social changes entailing the suppression of sectarian, regional and tribal
loyalties, were to be effected; on the other hand, maintenance of that power
entailed dependence on those same loyalities, thus temporarily hindering their
suppression for a period long enough to broaden the Ba‘th elite‘s composition,
and create a Ba‘thist inspired political community in Syria. But, as I already
said, mainly as a result of a combination of corruption, sectarianism and lack of
party discipline, the necessary broadening of the Ba‘thist elite‘s composition
could not be realized.

3. Sectarian, regional and tribal overlap

Sectarian, regional and tribal categories can easily overlap, making it difficult
to determine which play a role in a particular situation. In the event of such
overlap, there is a danger of interpreting tribal and regional loyalties as sectarian
loyalties, for instance, or vice versa. Overlap may be due to the regional concen-
tration of particular religious communities and tribes in specific areas or provin-
ces. Examples are the Sunni Arabs inhabiting northern Irag and Shi‘i Arabs in
its southern part; the Alawis living mainly in Syria‘s north-western Latakia and
Tartus regions; and the Syrian Druzes, concentrated in the southern »Jabal al-
Duruz«. Overlap may be further due to the fact that tribal groups as a whole
usually belong to the same religious community (there are exceptions); and to
that tribal and sectarian elements are sometimes inseparably linked to one ano-
ther. In this respect the compact religious minorities in Syria, notably the Alawis,
Druzes and Isma‘ilis, and the tribes belonging to these minorities, serve as clear
examples.

Sectarian, regional and tribal groups may in turn partially overlap with socio-
economic and ecological categories. For example: the compact religious minori-
ties in Syria live mainly in the poor countryside, whereas the cities are predomi-
nantly Sunni; in Iraq the majority of the rural population is Shi‘i, whereas the
urban population is predominantly Sunni. Thus, both in Irag and in Syria
urban-rural contrasts partly overlap with sectarian differences.

All this potentially implies that in cases of overlap of regional, tribal, secta-
rian and socio-economic factors, social or political tensions may find an outlet
through one or more of the existing social sectarian, regional, tribal or socio-
economic channels. A class struggle can for instance be directed and stimulated
through sectarian channels, in case socio-economic and sectarian contrasts coin-
cide.

4. Conclusion

In countries like Syria and Iraq reliance on regional and tribal ties at present
appears to be preconditional for staying in power. Regionalism and tribalism do
not, however, necessarily give rise to sectarianism, also not when there is theore-
tically a strong overlap between the three.

The Iraqgi case may show that sectarianism can be curbed and may gradually
fade away, notwithstanding outside (and particularly Iranian Shi‘i) efforts to
encourage Shi‘i sectarianism in Iraq for own political purposes. Success depends
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however to an important extent on continued party discipline, absence of cor-
ruption and gradual widening of the party elite‘s composition; and subsequently
democratic reforms and educational development.

This does not mean that sectarianism (i.e. the Sunni/Shi‘i dichotomy) does
not play any role in Iraqi internal politics. We have seen that the disproportio-
nally strong representation of Takritis in Iragi power institutions had little or
nothing to do with Sunni sectarian solidarity, but was a result of tribalism, re-
gionalism and socio-economic factors. All this does not prevent however that
Shi‘is opposing the Ba‘th regime can nevertheless perceive it as a Sunni regime,
or that Shi‘i (and even Sunni) opponents of the secular Ba‘th regime can exploit
the sectarianism issue for political purposes, so as to undermine its position.3* In
the latter case one can say that political ideas create their own realities, and sec-
tarianism may start to lead its own life, irrespective of whether or not the domi-
nant political group derives its power from sectarian solidarity.

The Syrian case shows how regionalism and tribalism have given rise to and
have stimulated a destructive kind sectarianism, due to overemancipation of
formerly discriminated against Alawis, combined with corruption and lack of
party discipline.® It remains questionable whether President al-Asad will be able
to solve these problems which have pervaded greater part of the Syrian regime
and have had an effect of sectarian polarization on Syrian society which seems
extremely difficult to reverse on the short term.

Just like two years ago, the recently announced second anti-corruption cam-
paign seems to be doomed to failure from the very beginning because some
high-placed military officers in the direct entourage of President Hafiz al-Asad
who constitute an indispensable part of the hard core of his mainly Alawi offi-
cers‘ faction, in which his brother Rif‘at plays a central role, seem to be deeply in-
volved in corrupt practices. To purge these officers from the army, or to take se-
vere disciplinary action against them would inevitably directly undermine the
position of al-Asad*‘s faction and consequently of the whole regime itself.

It seems therefore likely that present resentment against so-called »Alawi-
rule« in Syria will continue to grow, together with the accompanying terrorist
violence of Suuni opposition groups who through premeditated sectarian polari-
zation hope to wrest power from the ruling Alawi minority.3

34 President Saddam Husayn’s above-mentioned speeches seem to indirectly reflect concern over the existence or possible rise
of sectarian tensions in Iraq. A (Syrian) internal Ba‘th Party document dealing with the situation in Iraq, dated 1966, men-
tions »the situation in the south« as one of the various major problems which the Ba‘th Party in Iraq was to be confronted
with in future, It states: »A study [has to be made] of separatist potentialities there, as well as of the influence of sectarianism
which is nourished by imperialism. A plan has to be set up to deal with it.« (Hizb al-Ba‘th al-‘Arabf al-Ishtiraki, al-Qiyadah
al-Qawmiyah, Mugarrarit al-Mu’tamar al-Qawmi al-Tasi* al-Mun‘aqid 3 al-Nisf al-Thani min Aylil 1966 (»Resolutions of
the Ninth National Congress Held in the Second Half of September 1966«) (Damascus), p. 37.

35 Cf. »Vague d’agitation confessionelle en Syrie«, in: Le Monde Diplomatique, October 1979, p. 7.

36 Following Syria’s military intervention in the Lebanese civil war in 1976, a whole series of political assassinations and attacks
on Ba‘thist leaders took place in Syria. Almost ail the assassinated were Alawis. At first it was unclear who were responsible,
and Syria accused the Iraqr Ba‘th regime of responsibility for at least some of the killings. (See Nikolaos van Dam, The
Struggle for Power in Syria, pp. 923, 97 n36). In the period following the Syrian-Iraqi reconciliation in October 1978, it be-
came clear however that Sunni Muslim extremist opposition groups, who among other things resented Alawi dominance of
the Syrian regime, were responsible. (Cf. Eric Rouleau, »Le mécontentement populaire favorise le renouveau de I'islam inté-
griste«, in: Le Monde, 20 April 1979). The Sunni Muslim extrernists’ intention apparently was to polarise antagonisms of Sy-
rian society round the confessional one. They showed little discrimination in their choice of target: it appeared simply enough
that they would be Alawis, whether Ba‘thist or not. The worst incident took place on 16 June 1979 in the Aleppo artillery
school when they murdered 32 cadets and wounded 54. The majority of the victims were reportedly Alawis. An alarming
aspect of this mass staughter was that it seemed to demonstrate that the army was now penetrated by Sunni activists who we-
re ready to murder in their hatred of Alawi domination. (David Hirst, »Divisive rulers threaten to send Syria along the road
to civil war, in: The Guardian, 26 June 1979; David Hirst, »Campaign of Terror is leading to war«, in: The Guardian, 8
October 1979; David Hirst, »Heads must roll if Assad clean-up succeeds«, in: The Guardian, 9 October 1979; al-Ba‘th, 24
June 1979, 1 July 1979.)
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In practice, this so-called »Alawi rule« appears to be limited however to a
rather restricted tribally and regionally related section of the Alawi community,
from which many other Alawis, falling outside this section, have been able to
profit on more or less sectarian grounds, therewith strengthening the Alawi sec-
tarian character of the regime. David Hirst of The Guardian even goes so far —
and as long as only part of the Alawi community is meant . here I do not think
that he is going too far — as to say that »the Alawites adopted Ba‘athism as
their instrument of supremacy,«*’and further that
»It is not, in any real sense, the Ba‘athists who run this country. It is the Alawi-
tes... In theory they run it through the party, but in practice it is through their
clandestine solidarity within the party and other important institutions ... Be-
hind the facade, the best qualification for holding power is proximity —
through family, sectarian, or tribal origins — to the country’s leading Alawite,
President Assad«.%

As long as the just mentioned Sunni groups and their temporary Sunni allies
have no independent control over large quantities of arms and strategically im-
portant army units success for schemes to end Alawi domination seems unlikely.

Therefore, if President al-Asad fails to realize the necessary reforms, present-
day so-called »Alawi rule« in Syria together with all its negative effects may in
this stage only be ended with the help of Alawi officers themselves, however
contradictory this may sound. For it is probably only Alawis »who, privy to the
inner workings of the system, command the resources of organisation and in-
formation to launch a clean-cut coup«,® be it with or without the help of offi-
cers from other communities.

37 David Hirst, »Campaign of Terror is leading to war, in: The Guardian, 8 October 1979.
38 David Hirst, »Divisive rulers threaten 1o send Syria along road to civil war, in: The Guardian, 26 June 1979.
39 Ibid.
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