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Introduction


Fred H. Lawson


Syria’s political, economic, social and diplomatic affairs are often described as ‘mysterious’, ‘puzzling’ or ‘strange’. Sometimes, the descriptions seem apt. At least for now, the October 2005 death of Minister of the Interior Ghazi Kan‘an remains a mystery, as does the killing of General Muhammad Sulaiman at his beachfront chalet in early August 2008.1 Equally mysterious at this point is the rapid and unexpected eclipse of General ‘Asif Shawkat, the brother-in-law of the president and head of one of the country’s powerful security services.2 And it is fair to say that ‘mystery surrounded a powerful car bomb explosion that ripped through a residential neighbourhood on the outskirts of Damascus [at the end of September 2008], killing at least seventeen people and injuring fourteen in the deadliest terrorist attack in Syria in more than two decades’.3 The location of the blast, just outside the headquarters of one of the security services, and at a busy crossroads leading to the Shi‘i pilgrimage site of the tomb of al-Sayyidah Zainab, leaves one wondering whether the intended target was the military post or the Lebanese, Iraqi and Iranian pilgrims who frequent the area.


Other so-called mysteries reflect a lack of information or superficial analysis. It is probably not helpful to conclude, for instance, that an armed skirmish between Islamist militants and security personnel that erupted in the heart of the capital in June 2006 ‘remains shrouded in mystery’, despite a flood of rumours surrounding the episode.4 It is almost certainly misleading to think of the alliance of Syria, Iran, Hizbullah and Hamas as ‘strange [and] unnatural’,5 simply because it brings together unlikely bedfellows. And asserting that Syria’s reluctance to engage in public discussions with Israel after an eight-year hiatus, which Damascus blames on inflexibility and high-handedness on the part of the Israeli and the United States leaderships, illustrates ‘the political and military murkiness’ of Syrian diplomacy is patently unfair.6


Perhaps there are underlying reasons why unsympathetic observers would characterise any given country as mysterious, puzzling or strange. Western liberal thought exhibits a tendency to interpret actions and platforms that do not conform to its own basic tenets as irrational or inexplicable, and this inclination lies at the heart of a good deal of United States foreign policy.7 There may even be good reasons for astute players to shroud their actions and platforms in a cloak of mysteriousness: one of the more intriguing social movements in contemporary Syria actually calls itself ‘The Strange Ones’ (ghuraba al-sham), perhaps in order to keep the authorities guessing about its true intentions and programme.


But for anyone who wishes to understand today’s Syria, referring to developments in domestic and foreign affairs as mysterious and puzzling is a clarion call to exert greater effort to unravel the mysteries and solve the puzzles. The contributors to this collection of essays have been energised, rather than confounded, by the complexities, uncertainties and paradoxes that characterise Syria’s internal and external affairs. They offer insight into a wide range of current trends, sometimes by analysing this particular case in terms of broader theories and debates in the social sciences and sometimes by presenting information that is generally overlooked or unreported. Readers will come away knowing much more about this pivotal country than they did when they first opened the book and can be expected to gain a clearer understanding of the political, economic, social and diplomatic dynamics that shape one of the few countries that continues to resist the ‘end of history’.
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Changing Social Structure, Shifting Alliances and Authoritarianism in Syria


Salwa Ismail


Since the 1960s Syrian politics have been dominated by authoritarian forms of political rule that have concentrated governmental power in the hands of a few. Using repression, and resting on an elaborate security apparatus, the military officer class that rose to power in the 1960s entrenched itself and banished all contending forces. Following his assumption of power in July 2000, President Bashar al-Asad expressed support for political liberalisation and pluralism. Seizing the opportunity, segments of society began to organise in the public sphere under the rubric of the movement for the revival of civil society (harakah ‘ihya’ al-mujtama‘ah al-madani).1 However, the promise of this political opening was short-lived, as the regime soon moved to close down the civil society forums, arrest activists and restrain all forms of societal organisation.


This retreat into repression notwithstanding, the Syrian regime exhibits signs of weakness and appears to be faltering. Further, there are indications that splits inside the military–political elite are developing, as evidenced by numerous episodes of rivalry and squabbling. Among the questions that arise in this context are: what are the internal forces of change and who are the actors that might press for a transition away from authoritarianism?


To answer these questions, I suggest that we examine the structural foundations of authoritarianism in Syria and the transformations that these are undergoing as the result of a reconfiguration of political forces and alliances. By bringing into focus the structural conditions that allow for the consolidation of authoritarianism, and by tracing changes in these conditions, this article contributes to understanding how authoritarian regimes persist.2 Recent political developments in Syria present us with a good case for the study of authoritarianism in crisis.


With the ongoing process of elite differentiation that has accompanied economic liberalisation, a realignment of socio-political forces is taking place in contemporary Syria. On one hand, the historical alliance between the ‘Alawi-dominated military regime and the Sunni merchants is under increasing strain and may be dissolving. On the other, the alliances of earlier eras – for instance, the alliance between shaikhs and merchants – are being resurrected. I contend that we are witnessing the reproduction of a religio-mercantile complex that may contribute to further disintegration of the regime.


Changing Class Foundations


As a military-led regime in which key positions are held by individuals from the ‘Alawi minority, the Syrian system has often been referred to as one of ‘Alawi rule. However, this formulation is simplistic and lacks nuance. ‘Alawi political dominance takes such forms as the control of security positions – intelligence services and key army divisions, for instance. However, there is a civilian decision-making group in which Sunnis, with a strong Damascene component, are well represented. During the era of President Hafiz al-Asad, two of the most trusted politicians were Sunnis, namely Mustafa Tlas and ‘Abd al-Halim Khaddam. Both men are credited with having prepared the grounds for Bashar al-Asad’s accession to the presidency. All the same, some Syrian intellectuals include Tlas and Khaddam as members of a regime of political ‘Alawism (al-‘alawiyyah al-siyasiyyah). Political ‘Alawism refers to a form of rule that consecrates sectarianism and rests on a certain alliance and intersection of interests. The concept is meant to capture the idea that authority and rule (al-sultah wal-hukm) are ‘Alawi, but that the ‘Alawis do not rule. This situation can also be described as the sectarianism of authority (ta’ifiyyah al-sultah) but not the authority of the ‘Alawis (sultah al-‘alawiyyah) or the authority of the sect (sultah al-ta’ifah).3


The military–sectarian power configuration is tied to a particular economic order that rests on alliances and exchanges with certain socio-economic forces. These, in turn, broaden the ruling coalition and bring in strata that have a vested interest in the continuation of the ruling elite’s monopoly over state power. Thus, in considering opportunities and constraints in the process of transition, we should take sufficient note of the political–economic alliances that support the regime and, importantly, outline certain features of the wider configuration. The al-Asad regime was consolidated through a historic alliance between the predominantly ‘Alawi military officer corps and the Sunni merchant-business class, in particular its Damascene component. We should consider briefly the terms of this historical alliance, the context in which it was fostered and how it has unfolded over the last three decades.


The Ba‘th Party, from its more radical days in the mid-1960s, undertook to liquidate Syria’s landed elite and small group of large industrialists. Through land-reform laws and nationalisation, these two strata were effectively marginalised. It should be recalled that these social forces had taken the form of notable families and clans that had dominated not only Syria’s economy but also its polity. Thus, the families who engaged in what Albert Hourani called ‘the politics of the notables’ virtually disappeared from Syria’s political scene.


During its revolutionary phase (1963–70), the Ba‘th Party in government embarked on policies of economic redistribution and welfare provision that reshaped society and contributed to the rise of new social forces that provided the party with widespread support. As Raymond Hinnebusch4 shows, peasants and workers were major beneficiaries of these policies. In return, they gave their allegiance to the regime and constituted its social base. These forces were absorbed through corporatist structures organised and managed by the party.


As the radical phase came to an end with the rise of Hafiz al-Asad, a slow move towards a mixed economy began and measures of economic liberalisation were introduced. Studies of the political economy of Syria under Hafiz al-Asad point out that the Ba‘thi regime engaged once again in the restructuring of economic forces, helping to engender the rise of strata whose vested interests were intimately tied to the ruling group.5 As such, it helped create commercial–business interests that worked in conjunction with the state monopoly of most sectors of the economy and that benefited from the ‘socialist’ principles guiding economic policy. The liberalising turn set the ground for the development of new social and political alliances that consolidated the regime. Over the years, differentiated economic elites grew in power and extended support for the ruling group.


With the regime’s move towards a mixed economic system, certain private sector actors were allowed to resurface, namely segments of the middle merchant class. Thus, after a period of contraction, there was a resurgence of the middle-level merchant families of the 1930s and 1940s – for example, al-Shallah, al-Qalla‘, al-Qabban, al-Habbal, al-‘Aqqad, al-Farra, al-Haffar, al-Jallad and al-Sabbagh – whom the state sought to incorporate while continuing to shun the remaining ‘aristocratic’ families of the Ottoman period. Central to the incorporation of this stratum was its role as a junior partner to the state in the economic field. In this partnership, the middle merchants dominated the chambers of commerce and were given privileged entry into the mixed sector. In that role, they functioned as subcontractors on deals managed by the state. For instance, the middle merchant class was party to the barter agreements with East European countries. To repay its military debt, the Syrian government entered into numerous such agreements, using its local manufacturing industries to supply products in return for monies owed on purchases of arms. Trade in textiles, chemicals and foodstuffs flourished under these arrangements.


The co-optation of the representatives of the middle merchants was central to the regime’s consolidation of power. The most notable event that cemented this alliance took place in 1980 when the regime faced one of its most serious crises – a possible nationwide uprising. At the forefront of this uprising stood the established merchants of Aleppo. Having called for a nationwide strike that included the closing of shops in the suqs (marketplaces), the merchants signalled their public opposition to the regime and their willingness to join other forces contesting it, mainly the Muslim Brothers and the banned leftist parties. Damascene merchants were expected to join the strike, and it was thought that their participation would bring down the regime. However, while the merchants of Aleppo closed their shops, their Damascene counterparts kept theirs open. To this day, many local observers believe that the Damascene merchants could have brought down the regime but chose not to do so. By all accounts, elements of the traditional merchant class co-operated with the regime at this crucial moment. The role of the Damascus Chamber of Commerce and its resident, Badr al-Din al-Shallah, was particularly important. According to some accounts, al-Shallah and his aides called other merchants and advised them not to participate in the strike.6 A warning was given that shop shutters would be forcibly opened and that no protection would be provided. There are also indications that intimidation tactics were used and rumours circulated to the effect that some merchants who opposed the decision not to strike had been murdered. The decision by the Damascene merchants not to join the strike was shaped by their earlier experience of a national strike in 1964, when their locked shops were forcibly opened and their stores looted. Further, there was a fear of a bloody confrontation with the special military forces of Rif ‘at al-Asad, which were thought to have encircled the city.


From that moment on, Damascene merchants became partners of the regime and continued to express their public allegiance. The close relationship between al-Shallah and President al-Asad attained legendary status when, during a national election, the latter chose to cast his vote in al-Shallah’s precinct. This was more than a photo opportunity. Rather, the symbolism of an allegiance declaration (bay’a) was realised when al-Shallah took off his cloak (‘abaya) and placed it on the president’s shoulders.



The National Bourgeoisie and the Rise of Awlad al-Sultah


Along with the re-emergent merchant strata of the 1930s and 1940s, a commercial bourgeoisie – whose main figures, as noted by Volker Perthes,7 were al-‘A’idi, al-Nahhas and al-‘Attar – was engineered by the regime in the 1970s. During this period, the principal areas of state–business partnership were in tourism and transport. Perthes’s classification of the Syrian bourgeoisie into four groups highlights an early process of elite differentiation. His schema captures similarities among the various strata, as well as divisions and fissures. One line of division that remains important and has now been accentuated is that between what Perthes calls the ‘industrial bourgeoisie’ and the ‘new class of contractors and middlemen’. At the heart of the division lies the distinction between productive and unproductive economic activities and between national capital and crony capitalism. These distinctions are important in the context of liberalisation and privatisation, as rent-seeking activities undermine trust and weaken interest in long-term investments in favour of quick-profit-making ventures.


Lines of division and fissure among the economic elites have been accentuated. The rise of new actors, known as awlad al-sultah (the children of authority), as key players in the new sectors of the economy has exacerbated elite divisions. These new players have joined the commercial stratum engineered by the regime in the 1970s. We can now speak of a new class that has distinctive features, best captured under the descriptor ‘oligarchy’ (whose economic activities are concentrated in areas such as car dealerships and information technology). These features and characteristics have implications for the period of transition. Of these, the flight of capital, the illegal appropriation of public resources, the usurious nature of investment and the web of connections represent important challenges. The conditions outlined here enter into the scenario of a breakdown of the historical alliance between the national bourgeoisie (traditional merchants and industrialists) and the state.8


These developments constitute key variables in understanding the process of reform and the course of transition. For present purposes, I want to highlight the implications of two interrelated developments: first, the rise of awlad al-sultah and second, the apparent loosening of the alliance between the ruling group and the traditional bourgeoisie. The economic opening pursued by the regime since the 1980s and consolidated in the 1990s saw the rise and integration of what some Syrian analysts call a new oligarchy, composed of high-ranking officials and their offspring. Members of this new class profited from the spoils of the economic opening: car dealerships, travel agencies, monopoly rights over the provision of certain goods and services. Certain features of their activities confirm the monopolistic character of their economic engagement. For example, some areas of production and commercial distribution are in the hands of a few – in the area of food imports, the al-Jud, al-Tun and Tlas family names stand out. It should be noted, further, that these same families are present in a multitude of commercial sectors.


Families and clans tied to the regime have become major economic actors. Today, Rami Makhluf, the president’s maternal cousin, is held to be the most representative figure of this development. Makhluf has a virtual monopoly over mobile phone services, given through a sweet deal in which tendering rules were manipulated. He also enjoys a monopoly in the running of duty-free markets on Syria’s borders. His diversified business portfolio includes a number of other ventures, such as the country’s top private English-language school, sole representation of Schindler elevators and various restaurant chains. Makhluf is the most high-profiled member of awlad al-sultah but there are others: the sons of Mustafa Tlas, who own MAS Group, have real-estate interests, restaurants and an unspecified number of companies including a meat-processing factory with sole rights to supply processed meat to the army; the sons of ‘Abd al-Halim Khaddam, whose profile is similar to that of the Tlases; the son of Bahjat Sulaiman (the head of internal security until June 2005) controls some significant businesses, including United Group, a major advertising and publishing company; the Shalishes (cousins of the president), who are prominent figures in real-estate development and in the oil service sector. Counted among the awlad al-sultah are the immediate members of the al-Asad family (‘Asif Shawkat, Bushra al-Asad, Mahir al-Asad) as well as members of the extended clan.


What is the importance of the awlad al-sultah? It may be argued that its economic activities are parasitic and unproductive, and that it carries little weight in Syrian politics and society. However, this stratum has a stake in the regime and in the preservation of its economic interests. Many of its figures are tied to the security apparatus. Thus, the members of awlad al-sultah are likely to use their connections to influence the direction of change.9 Indeed, today some members of this stratum have chosen to support reform. For example, Firas Tlas has been working to assume a public role, engaging through the media on issues of reform and corruption. Similarly, Bilal al-Turkmani, the son of the current minister of defence, publishes Abyad wa Aswad, Syria’s only privately owned weekly magazine dealing with political issues. Debating reform and setting the frame for political engagement are modes pursued by the awlad al-sultah with the purpose of laundering their families’ pasts and becoming integrated. Such strategies, if successful, may help to ease the transition by reducing the financial and political costs that these economic elites might otherwise incur.


In contrast to the awlad al-sultah, whose members are newcomers, the other important economic force is the national bourgeoisie, composed of traditional merchants and industrialists, some of whom compromised with the Ba‘thi regime or managed to reach a modus vivendi with it. The position of this stratum relative to the regime appears to be changing at present. In some sense, it can be argued that its alliance with the regime has loosened, if not broken. According to one merchant, the alliance broke apart ‘when they began to put their hands into our pockets’.10 The reference here is to awlad al-sultah trying to muscle in on established merchants’ businesses. Emblematic of this struggle between awlad al-sultah and the established merchants is the conflict over the Mercedes-Benz automobile dealership. In this incident, Rami Makluf tried to take the dealership away from Sanqar Sons, who have been Mercedes-Benz’s official representative since the 1960s. When Sanqar Sons refused to relinquish the dealership, state intervention in the form of a legal loophole was used to obstruct the company’s ability to import spare parts. As a result of the conflict, Mercedes-Benz suspended operations until the matter was internally resolved and the dealership was returned to Sanqar Sons.


Fissures inside the economic elite stratum run along various lines. The episode of conflict between Makhluf and Sanqar could be read as the expression of economic rivalries between new business-class entrants and older ones. It can also be read in sectarian and clan terms, since one side belongs to awlad al-sultah and the ‘Alawi political elite and the other to the Sunni merchant class. This second motif is deployed in the narrative of preferential treatment in the distribution of business deals, as well as in the implementation of new regulations governing privatisation and the expansion of private sector activities.


Differential access to new distributional opportunities and the preferential treatment accorded to various economic players point to the narrowing of circles of beneficiaries in favour of the awlad al-sultah and its partners. This is illustrated in an instance of controversy and conflict surrounding the implementation of new directives issued to encourage private companies to sell shares to the public. Seeking to capitalise on the opportunity for capital growth, two companies took steps to advertise share sales, converting their limited liability companies to shareholding companies: one is Syriatel owned by Rami Makhluf and the other is al-Nama’ owned by industrialist Ahmad Da‘bul.11 The timing of the sale of shares of the two companies coincided. Syriatel’s sale proceeded smoothly, despite many objections on questions of legality. Da‘bul’s venture was questioned as well, but ended up being suspended.12


The setting-up of shareholding companies crystallises certain problems in the transition to a market economy. The controversy surrounding the conversion of these two companies highlights some of the problems. First, the Ministry of the Economy did not intervene to oversee the financial and technical evaluation of either company. In the case of al-Nama’, doubts were raised about the veracity of the evaluations that were presented. In particular, it was thought that the depreciation of the company’s fixed assets was not calculated correctly, inflating the value of company holdings. Concerns about Syriatel were manifold. Syriatel’s status as build, operate and transfer (BOT) means that the company would revert to state ownership after fifteen years of operation.13 Additionally, Syriatel is registered as a communications company with mobile telephone services being only one of its activities; some of its other activities are potentially loss making. Yet, critics point out that in floating shares on the market, Syriatel did not list all of its activities and buyers were led to believe that they were purchasing shares in mobile telephone services exclusively.14


The Makhluf and Da‘bul episodes and others like them are usually seen as part of a wider process of monopolisation of business opportunities and concentration of wealth on the part of the awlad al-sultah. Traditional merchants and industrialists are concerned that state monopolies will move into the hands of the new stratum and entrench the polarisation of society. To ensure that this does not happen, they point out that laws governing the ownership and operation of shareholding companies should apply to privatised companies. These laws put a ceiling on the percentage of shares that can be held by any single shareholder.


In interviews, merchants and industrialists noted that they were never in the forefront of political action. They admitted weakness and lack of will to get involved directly in politics. In this respect, Riyad Saif and Ma’mun al-Homsi are exceptions in terms of businesspeople’s active participation in the civil society movement. Some leading and noted industrialists explain their reluctance to engage in the movement as a function of their concern with its leftist orientation and the connections that link some of its players to foreign actors.15 Indeed, some have opined that certain actors maintain close links with American and European embassies and ministries of foreign affairs in European countries. These ties are seen as dangerous and are construed as a foreign plot not only against the regime, but also against national interests and independence. Thus, a nationalist discourse is used by traditional merchants and businesspeople to justify their reluctance to play an active role in politics.


The absence of the merchants and industrialists from the political fray continues to characterise the Syrian domestic arena. However, behind the scenes, there are developments that help to explain their public posture. Industrialists like Khalid Mahjub, the owner of a modern glass factory, and Sa‘id al-Hafiz, a leading figure in household appliances production and sales, whose companies date back to the pre-nationalisation period, are consulted by the regime on matters of policy that directly affect their sectors. Further, they have been co-opted into the wider power structure by informal means.16 This strategy of co-optation ensures their support.


Despite its reluctance to take a public role, Syria’s traditional merchant and industrial class has assets at its disposal that it can deploy to increase pressure for change. Also, if it were to enter an alliance with constituents of the civil society movement, it could bring much needed support to the intellectuals and professionals who are battling the regime and its security services. Syria’s national bourgeoisie commands a significant part of the economy – in fact, the majority of industries, if oil is left out, are in the private sector. It also controls a significant percentage of the national product and employs a growing percentage of the labour force. Moreover, its businesses are among the main sources of the foreign currency that is so greatly in need to stabilise the economy. A further flight of Syrian capital might well paralyse industry and trade. The regime has been betting on the return of Syrian capital invested abroad, which is calculated to be somewhere in the range of $800 million to $10 billion. Attracting any of this capital back to Syria requires a greater incorporation of the national bourgeoisie.


So, despite their present timidity, the members of the national bourgeoisie are actors to be reckoned with and their actions and strategies could well shape the direction of future change.


Middle Merchants as a Re-Emergent Socio-Political Force


The historic alliance between the Damascene Sunni merchants and the ‘Alawi-led military regime is the foundation of the Syrian regime. This, however, should not be understood to mean that the merchant class has joined this alliance wholesale, nor that it is fully incorporated. The regime enlisted a fair number of middle-level merchant families in the service of the state-controlled economy during the 1960s and later on allowed them to expand as part of the liberalisation programme. However, Sunni merchants at the middle level maintained a substantial degree of autonomy in various respects. Therefore, in evaluating the possible dissolution of the ruling alliance, we should pay close attention to the middle merchants and to their modes of organisation.


The economic, social and, potentially, political weight of the ‘traditional’ social strata of middle merchants and workshop owners becomes clear when we consider that small and medium-sized enterprises represent the majority of private businesses and employ the bulk of the labour force engaged in private sector, non-agricultural economic activity. In addition to their economic weight, traditional merchants and workshop proprietors have maintained a degree of independence from state institutions, in particular in the financial sphere. The links that have been forged between merchants, workshop owners and workers represent one feature of disengagement from the state that carries a potential for political transformation if, for example, middle merchants enter into an alliance with actors in the civil society movement or if they make an alliance with the religious establishment.


Greater insight into the middle merchants’ forms of organisation can be gained by looking closely at the economic and social roles that they occupy in the Damascus suqs of Hamidiyyah and al-Hariqah. It should be pointed out that the suq is still dominated by ‘Old Damascenes’, many from established families of the old city. These families control many of the medium and small enterprises in key areas of production and sales, primarily textiles, foodstuffs and chemicals. Only migrants from Mnin, a village outside Damascus, have penetrated the textile manufacturing businesses located in the suq. This carefully guarded cohesion is furthered by the use of networks of finance and credit that are independent of the state. Middle-level merchants avoid the use of bank loans for religious reasons, as well as for practical reasons. For example, until 2003 it was not possible to hold foreign currency accounts in Syria, so many merchants had to rely on accounts in Lebanese banks. They therefore tended to carry out transfers of foreign currency and exchange among themselves, beyond the purview of the state-controlled banks.


Additionally, credit networks organise the manufacturing and commercial cycles. Merchants and workshop owners rely on instalment payments and advance payments to purchase supplies or sell their merchandise. A mode of accounting referred to as the circular account (al-hisab al-dawwar) structures dealings among merchants and manufacturers. The credit networks link up the workshops and the market by providing both credit and supply. For example, merchants may offer an advance to workshops to buy material to be used in the production of the finished goods that they order. When the workshops deliver the goods, the credit is deducted from the purchase price, which is paid in instalments, thereby allowing the merchants to sell the merchandise over a period of time. Instalments are usually paid out on a weekly basis. An examination of the production and circulation process suggests that the relations between merchants and workshops are complex and layered and embody social hierarchies of power.


In this set-up, the chamber of commerce plays a limited role in representing the interests of the wider merchant class. It could be argued that control of the suqs is maintained more through the use of state-imposed local committees which survey relations among merchants, monitor daily happenings and work to ensure compliance with the regime. However, the forms of organisation sketched here point to the continued autonomy of the middle-merchant class and to the existence of informal networks and institutions that diminish its dependence on the regime and state.


The Religio-Mercantile Complex: an Islamist alternative?


There is an important cultural dimension to the relative independence of the middle merchants. This has to do with the strong links that they maintain with the religious establishment. Merchants and shaikhs have preserved a long-standing alliance which may be identified as a religio-mercantile complex. The connections between these social forces manifest themselves in important areas of social life and have political implications. For example, religious leaders continue to be the favoured arbiters in disputes among merchants, including rich merchants. A number of my interviewees narrated incidents of dispute arbitration among higher-echelon merchants that drew on the authority of the religious establishment for resolution, rather than on state institutions. The most notable of these incidents was the business conflict in the chemical industry between Da‘bul and al-Hafi.


The positioning of the various forces that constitute themselves in Islamist terms is important to discern in order to understand the kinds of alliances and pacts that may well be in the making. First, in the words of one of my interviewees, ‘the turban [the shaikhs] and the tarbush [the merchants] preserved the ruling powers’. However, this alliance is under growing strain, and some merchants state that it has already been dissolved. In this context, the question that arises is what the position of the various religious forces – including the religious establishment – will be if the alliance with the merchants breaks apart.


The co-optation of the religious elite (‘ulama) is best illustrated by the ‘Kaftaru group’ comprising the late mufti, Shaikh Ahmad Kaftaru, and the Centre for Islamic Studies in Damascus, which he founded. Under Hafiz al-Asad, conservative figures like Shaikh Kaftaru flourished. The regime continues to rely on the support of ‘ulama like Shaikh Sa‘id Ramadan al-Buti and the current mufti, Ahmad Hassun. Through the co-optation of its representatives, official Islam has served as a source of support and legitimisation for the regime. This veneer of religious legitimacy is also garnered from the representative of the enlightened trend, namely Dr Muhammad Habash, an independent member of the People’s Assembly who is married to the granddaughter of Shaikh Kaftaru. Habash’s political positions are very much aligned with those of the regime.


There are also conservative Islamist groups that are closely tied to official Islam, but whose politics are difficult to pin down. A good example is the Qubaisiyyah, the female followers of Shaikha Munira al-Qubaisi. They are said to number somewhere between 25,000 and 75,000 women in Damascus and its environs. One journalist who looked into the phenomenon closely reports that the Qubaisiyyah is active in recruiting the wives and daughters of high-ranking officials and well-off merchants and businesspeople. The potential recruits attend home-based lessons by disciples of Shaikha Munira and, if they join, become members of a highly structured and regimented piety group. The women wear dark blue coats and colour-coded scarves that represent their rank within the group, from novice to learned member. The Qubaisiyyah represents the conservative trend in Sunni Islam in Syria. This trend has no political project as such. However, it may be in search of a leader and it could possibly be politicised.


Leaving aside the issue of radicalisation, the signs and symbols of re-Islamisation enter into the reproduction of the religio-mercantile complex. In addition to the conventional signs of re-Islamisation, such as the increased adoption of the veil and the proliferation of bookstores selling Islamist books and pamphlets, we should note the spread of religious practices that are oriented towards the production of distinct socio-cultural identities. Among the merchant and business class, reproduction of Islamic rituals has become a means to express both religious and class identity. Thus, mulid parties organised by wealthy merchant and business families have become common social activities. These parties are held not only on the occasion of the Prophet’s birth, but also to mark family festivities. Invitees come from the families’ social circles. Women and men congregate in separate rooms, shaikhs are present, and there are collective readings of the Qur’an. These activities express a Sunni social and cultural identity that is articulated in distinction from others, primarily the ‘Alawi identity. The presence of shaikhs at these events confirms their continued links to the business elite. One of my informants, a member of a wealthy Sunni family, remarked that ‘every merchant has a shaikh’ (li kulli tajir shaikh).


Historically, merchants have deployed religious references in their discourse and framed their activities using religious idioms.17 Politically, they allied with the Muslim Brothers and only the Damascene merchants broke that alliance. In my view, there are good reasons that make them, along with the small workshop owners and traders, a latent constituency for the Muslim Brothers.18 First, they have no affiliations with the Ba‘th Party and would support regime change. Additionally, they have shown an affinity for the Muslim Brothers in cities like Aleppo, Hama, Homs and Damascus. Expansion of their ranks owing to the informalisation of economic activities, in addition to the fear of heightened foreign competition resulting from the European–Mediterranean Partnership Agreement, may foster some kind of common platform.


Conclusion


The reconfiguration of political alliances that accompanied successive phases of economic liberalisation represents an important transformation in the foundations of Syrian authoritarianism. The emergence of new economic strata favoured by state-sponsored economic networks has hastened the differentiation of economic elites. The Ba‘thi regime’s ability to navigate its way among competing economic contenders may be limited due to its close links to segments of these elites. Additionally, without an alternative formula that can bring in the private sector as a partner in creating economic growth and jobs, it may not be possible for the authorities to maintain the distributive policies that are necessary to preserve social peace. Thus, the regime faces the loss of its broad social base and its key strategic alliances with the national bourgeoisie and the traditional merchant class. A dissolution of this alliance, along with the abandonment of the broad social base, would undermine the structural foundations of authoritarianism in Syria. The existing political elites, despite being divided, are attempting to forge new alliances and refashion institutional networks, while at the same time holding on to the corporatist frames of yesteryear. This task is increasingly difficult.


.


Notes


1.   This short-lived revival is usually referred to as the Damascus Spring.


2.   The debate on authoritarianism in the Arab world is being revisited in some recent scholarly works. For a discussion of contending accounts of authoritarianism in the Arab world, see Eva Bellin, ‘The Robustness of Authoritarianism in the Arab World’, Comparative Politics, vol. 36, no. 2, 2004, pp. 139–57.


3.   In interviews, some Syrian intellectuals used the idea of political sectarianism to describe the regime and its allies.


4.   Raymond Hinnebusch, Authoritarian Power and State Formation in Ba‘thist Syria, Boulder, Colo. 1990.


5.   See Volker Perthes, The Political Economy of Syria under Asad, London 1995.


6.   Author’s interviews with merchants in Damascus, April and May 2005.


7.   Volker Perthes, ‘The Bourgeoisie and the Ba‘th’, Middle East Report, no. 170, 1991, pp. 31–7.


8.   Author’s interview with merchants and industrialists, Damascus 2005.


9.   Bassam Haddad argues that hardliners within the regime are tied to the old business community and that ‘softliners’ are connected to the new entrepreneurs. Such a clear-cut division is difficult to ascertain and the lines of division appear more blurred. Some new entrepreneurs like Tlas and al-Turkmani take a reformist posture, but they are none the less tied to the military and security apparatuses. Further, figures of the old business community favour greater political opening and accountability and are thus more aligned with ‘softliners’. See Haddad, ‘The Formation and Development of Economic Networks in Syria’, in Steven Heydemann, ed. Networks of Privilege in the Middle East, New York 2004.


10.   Author’s interview, Damascus 2005.


11.   This account of the contentions surrounding the establishment of Syriatel and al-Nama’ as shareholding companies draws on media accounts and interviews with journalists in Damascus.


12.   The official newspaper Tishrin published many articles putting into question the soundness of the financial evaluations of al-Nama’. See the economic pages of Tishrin, 21 and 26 Ayloul 2004.


13.   See al-Nur, 29 September 2004 and al-Hiwar al-Mutamaddan, 27 September 2004.


14.   Ibid.


15.   Author’s interviews in Damascus, April and May 2005.


16.   Haddad identifies the institutional set-up that facilitates this kind of access and incorporation.


17.   Fred Lawson, ‘Social Bases for the Hamah Revolt’, MERIP Reports, no. 110, 1982, pp. 24–8; Hanna Batatu, ‘Syria’s Muslim Brothers’, MERIP Reports, no. 110, 1982, pp. 12–20.


18.   The Muslim Brothers does not have a tangible, organised presence in Syria. However, from its headquarters in London, the organisation has been active in building alliances with Syrian forces. It has begun to reappear on the political scene and engage in debates through proxies and public declarations from its headquarters. For example, the Muslim Brothers’ leadership joined the Damascus Declaration of November 2005, thus entering an alliance with factions of the secular political opposition.





TWO


Enduring Legacies:


The politics of private sector development in Syria


Bassam Haddad


There has been no ‘private sector proper’ in Syria since 1963.


Muhammad Ghassan al-Qalla‘, Syrian industrialist and chief academic consultant to the Damascus Chamber of Commerce


Our regime is unable to tolerate a strong private sector, a giant. Either it must remain a dwarf, or it may grow in the shadow of the state, but it must not operate in the open, under the sun … it must operate only through [committing] collective violations and chaos, so as it can be taken out at any moment.


Riyad Saif, Syrian industrialist and member of parliament


There is no conflict of interest between the state and the private sector.


Ratib Badr al-Din al-Shallah, president of the Syrian Union of Chambers of Commerce


In Syria itself, as well as in the academic literature on Syria, it is often said that former President Hafiz al-Asad was an enigma. This may have some truth in it. But there is another broader enigma – Syria’s ‘private’ sector.1 If an enigma is something that is not easily understood, then the private sector fits such a definition, notwithstanding the work of various analysts who take the private sector at face value.2 The absence of fruitful field research opportunities, even during the less restrictive Bashar al-Asad era, continues to be the single greatest obstacle to examining the complexities and subtleties of Syria’s private sector and the behaviour, preferences and mentality of the actors within it. Another obstacle is that the constitution continues to speak of Syria as a socialist republic and to accord little importance to the private sector or privately owned assets. Despite a gradual loosening of discursive controls since 1998, and the evolution of the term ‘social market’ under Bashar al-Asad, Syria’s relatively muted public discourse and powerful security apparatuses, by creating an atmosphere of pervasive suspicion, hinder the kind of information-gathering that researchers require.


That the private sector is too small, too weak, too divided; that no single private firm’s closure would be consequential to the economy; that not everyone in the private sector supports economic reforms; and that the state remains largely in command of the economy – these are perhaps the most often stated conclusions of researchers on the Syrian private sector, and for good reason. Still, even a cursory look at the figures of the Central Bureau of Statistics, or a visit to Syria, would yield a very different view. Since 2005, the private sector has made rhetorical and actual advances, although the gains are part of a regime survival strategy rather than ones that empower the private sector as whole. What need further elaboration are the political conditions under which the Syrian private sector has developed, the trade-offs that the Syrian regime has made in the process, and the institutional context that frames the stunted development of the private sector.
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