


[image: Cover image: Assad by Con Coughlin]







ASSAD

The Triumph of Tyranny

CON COUGHLIN

 

 

[image: Picador logo]





In Memoriam 
Marie Colvin (1956–2012)

A courageous war correspondent and cherished friend

‘War happens to people, one by one’ – Martha Gellhorn






List of Illustrations


  1. The Assad family, early 1994. (Universal History Archive/UIG / Bridgeman Images)

  2. Syrian President Hafez al-Assad with his youngest brother Rifaat in 1986. (AFP, HO)

  3. Mandate for Syria and Lebanon 1922. (Don-kun, TUBS, NordNordWest based on a map by TUBS.)

  4. Maher al-Assad, Bashar’s younger brother, who became known as the regime’s ‘enforcer’ for his ruthless suppression of anti-regime protests. (RAMZI HAIDAR/AFP via Getty Images)

  5. The funeral of Hafez al-Assad in Damascus, 13 June 2000. (RAMZI HAIDAR/AFP via Getty Images)

  6. Bashar al-Assad training as an eye surgeon in London in 1992. (Photograph by Camera Press London)

  7. President Clinton and Syrian President Hafez al-Assad hold a joint press conference following their one-day meeting in Geneva. (Wally McNamee via Getty Images)

  8. Getting to know you. US Secretary of State Madeleine Albright takes time to meet with Bashar al-Assad while visiting Damascus to attend his father’s funeral. (Photo by -/SANA/AFP via Getty Images)

  9. The Golan Heights. (CRS, based on data from ArcGIS, U.S. State Department, ESRI, and United Nations)

10. The truck bomb used to assassinate Lebanon’s former prime minister Rafic Hariri was similar in size to that used in the Oklahoma bombing in 1995. (Mohamed Azakir/ REUTERS)

11. Bashar al-Assad shows British Prime Minister Tony Blair around the Grand Mosque in Damascus, 2001. (Photo by ALASTAIR GRANT/POOL/AFP via Getty Images)

12. Asma and Bashar meet Queen Elizabeth at Buckingham Palace in late December 2002 as part of the Blair government’s charm offensive to befriend the Syrian leader. (KIRSTY WIGGLESWORTH/AFP via Getty Images)

13. Syrian Major General Ghazi Kanaan, whose suspicious death in October 2005 fuelled further rumours about the Assad regime’s involvement in the Hariri assassination. (Photo by JOSEPH BARRAK/AFP via Getty Images)

14. Many of the rockets fired by Hezbollah from southern Lebanon against Israel were supplied by the Assad regime in Syria. (SAMUEL ARANDA/AFP via Getty Images)

15. President Bashar al-Assad of Syria summoned Prime Minister Rafic Hariri of Lebanon to Damascus on 26 August 2004, amid a dispute over Syria’s role in Lebanon. (Associated Press / Alamy Stock Photo)

16. The Presidential Palace, which dominates the Damascus skyline, was donated as a goodwill gesture by Saudi Arabia, and constructed by Lebanese entrepreneur Rafic Hariri. (Source: El Español)

17. Imad Mughniyeh, the veteran Hezbollah terrorist, who was assassinated in Damascus in February 2008 by Israel’s Mossad intelligence service. (Photo by HEZBOLLAH PRESS OFFICE/AFP via Getty Images)

18. Before and after images of Syria’s al-Kabir nuclear reactor after it was destroyed by Israeli war planes in September 2007. (Found at CNN but released by US government, public domain)

19. Asma al-Assad leading a ‘bike ride for peace’ in Syria in April 2007. (Photo by STR/AFP via Getty Images)

20. A fatally injured man lies in the back of a vehicle as he is rushed to a hospital in Deraa, the city south of Damascus where the Syrian conflict erupted in 2011. (ANWAR AMRO/AFP via Getty Images)

21. Bashar and his wife Asma attend the opening of Syria’s first opera house at the inauguration of the Assad House for Culture and Arts in 2004. (LOUAI BESHARA/AFP via Getty Images)

22. Graphic photographs of dead Syrian torture victims taken by a Syrian defector were exhibited at the United Nations in New York. (REUTERS/Lucas Jackson)

23. Bashar and Asma taking a stroll in Paris in 2010 before the outbreak of the civil war. (MIGUEL MEDINA/AFP via Getty Images)

24. Qassem Soleimani, the head of Iran’s elite Quds Force, commanding Iranian forces in Syria in March 2015. (REUTERS/ STRINGER Iraq)

25. Palmyra’s Last Treasures in Syria in September 2002. Khaled al-Asaad, the Director of Antiquities and Museum in Palmyra. (Photo by Marc DEVILLE/Gamma-Rapho via Getty Images)

26. Putin and his senior military commanders inform Bashar of their plans for saving his regime in late 2015. (MIKHAIL KLIMENTYEV/AFP via Getty Images)

27. Bashar addresses his supporters after winning the 2014 presidential election by a predictable landslide. (AFP, HO)

28. Russian conductor Valery Gergiev conducts the Mariinsky Theatre orchestra at the Palmyra amphitheatre to celebrate its recapture from Daesh militants. (VASILY MAXIMOV/AFP via Getty Images)

29. Sergey Surovikin with Russian defence minister Sergey Shoigu, Bashar al-Assad and Syrian defence minister Ali Ayyoub in 2017. (Source: Mil.ru.)

30. Bashar al-Assad and his wife Asma meeting an earthquake victim in Latakia. (REUTERS/ Yamam Al Shaar)






[image: Map]







Introduction


The hottest places in Hell are reserved for those who, 
in a period of moral crisis, maintain their neutrality. 
John F. Kennedy

The Syrian civil war will go down in history as the greatest humanitarian calamity of the early twenty-first century. What began as a series of anti-government protests became one of the most brutal conflicts of the modern age, resulting in the slaughter of hundreds of thousands of Syrians, with millions more being made homeless. At the heart of this conflict was a mild-mannered former ophthalmologist who unexpectedly found himself appointed the president of the Syrian Arab Republic. Bashar al-Assad was the second son of the country’s long-serving dictator, Hafez al-Assad, and had not been destined for the leadership. When he did become president in 2000, Bashar was greeted as a refreshing change after the decades of oppressive and despotic rule Syria had endured under Hafez. Prominent world leaders such as Bill Clinton, Tony Blair and Jacques Chirac were intrigued at the prospect of Bashar, together with his charming, Western-educated wife Asma, overseeing a wide-ranging reform programme designed to revitalize the moribund Syrian state. Instead, after more than a decade of brutal conflict, Bashar revealed himself to be nothing more than a vicious dictator responsible for committing some of the worst war crimes of the modern age. Under Bashar’s personal direction, the country’s security forces wilfully brutalized the Syrian population, committing acts of barbarity on an industrial scale, whether it involved torturing schoolboys to death or using chemical weapons against his own people.

During the four decades or so that I have been covering wars across the globe, I have never encountered a more savage conflict than the Syrian civil war. When I first began my career as a war correspondent in Beirut in the early 1980s, I found it hard to imagine that any conflict would ever match Lebanon’s fifteen-year civil war in terms of the destruction and suffering it caused. During the more intense periods of shelling I would sleep in the bath for protection against glass and masonry fragments caused by exploding shells, and would wake the following morning to discover a colleague or a friend had been kidnapped by Iran’s militiamen. The Iran–Iraq war, which I also covered during this period, may have claimed a million lives, but the majority of those killed were enemy combatants fighting on the front line rather than civilians, as I saw for myself when accompanying Iran’s Revolutionary Guard during one particularly gruelling offensive. The Bosnian war in the 1990s was another occasion where I was appalled at the willingness of the participants to engage in unrestrained acts of violence; on that occasion the bloodshed was eventually brought under control by international mediation. And while I have also witnessed immense suffering in more recent conflicts in Afghanistan, Iraq and Libya, the utter devastation Syria suffered during its decade-long civil war was on an entirely different scale.

In Lebanon, I used to maintain that a key reason the conflict lasted for so long was the involvement of so many other outside powers in the war – the US, Israel, Russia, Iran, Saudi Arabia – to name just a few. I believe a similar dynamic contributed to Syria’s civil war, with a wide range of nations declaring, at different stages in the conflict, a vested interest in its outcome. The failure of the Western powers to follow through on their threat to intervene militarily if Bashar resorted to using chemical weapons effectively ended their involvement. The debate about whether to undertake military interventions when rogue regimes brutalize their own people or threaten global security is a highly contentious issue. The decision by the US and Britain not to take action against the Assad regime was a response, in part, to the controversies generated by previous interventions in Afghanistan, Iraq and Libya. Instead, Russia and Iran came to Assad’s rescue – with the result that, when the fighting eventually subsided, Bashar al-Assad, the principal architect of his country’s misery, had survived in power.






ONE
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A Doctor Calls

Whenever a doctor cannot do good, 
he must be kept from doing harm. 
Hippocrates

As the only trained doctor in the family, it made sense that Bashar al-Assad, the eldest surviving son of the Assad dynasty, should assume responsibility for caring for his dying father. Throughout the late spring and early summer of 2000, it was clear that Hafez al-Assad, Syria’s ageing dictator, did not have much longer to live. Three decades of despotic rule had taken their toll on the old tyrant’s health, to the extent that, as he neared his life’s end, he was barely able to converse with the friends and family who visited him almost daily in his private quarters at the imposing Presidential Palace that dominated the Damascus skyline. A close family friend who had known Syria’s ailing president for most of his time in power recalled visiting him in late spring. ‘Hafez’s health deteriorated very quickly during those last months,’ the friend remembered. ‘When I saw him in the spring, he could hardly talk. When I asked him a question, he just replied, almost in a whisper, “Go and see Bashar.”’1

President Hafez al-Assad, the head of the Syrian Arab Republic, had run the country for nearly thirty years, having played a prominent role in the succession of coups that had established the revolutionary socialist Baath Party firmly in control of the country from the early 1960s. From the moment he was appointed president in 1971, Hafez had administered an authoritarian regime, one that was as uncompromising in its treatment of domestic critics of his rule as it was its foreign adversaries. No one better understood the ruthlessness of Hafez’s regime than Salah Jadid, the country’s former strongman. Hafez and Jadid had been close associates during the Baath Party’s rise to power in the 1960s, even though they often differed over the implementation of the party’s radical socialist agenda. Matters finally came to a head in the autumn of 1970, prompting Hafez to launch the coup that ultimately resulted in his elevation to the presidency. Hafez’s original plan had been to reappoint Jadid and his supporters to other, less influential, positions in the Syrian administration. Jadid was defiant, telling Hafez that, if the coup failed, ‘you will be dragged through the streets until you die’. The coup did succeed, and Hafez’s response was to imprison Jadid in Mezzeh prison, located on the site of an old Crusader fort overlooking Damascus. There Jadid remained in a dank cell until he died from a heart attack in 1993, a testament to Hafez’s merciless oppression of anyone who sought to oppose him. Syrians often recount how, from the small window in his prison cell, Jadid could look out at Hafez’s imposing stronghold, the neighbouring Presidential Palace, a constant reminder of his bitter rival’s triumphant rise to power.

Bashar had always been in awe of his father. A shy, diffident individual whose original intention had been to pursue a medical career, he had often cut an awkward figure as Hafez’s designated heir. Tall and lanky, with a tendency to lisp when nervous, he was a poor substitute for his more dashing elder brother Bassel, who had been carefully groomed to succeed his father as president. But Bassel’s untimely death in a car accident in 1994 had unexpectedly thrust Bashar into the limelight and, almost overnight, he had emerged as the family’s new heir apparent.

Bashar’s appointment as his father’s successor had not been an automatic choice. Of the five children Hafez produced during his thirty-three-year union with Anisa, the family’s stern and influential matriarch, Bassel, a keen sportsman and notorious playboy, had always enjoyed the status of being his father’s favoured son. But Hafez also had a deep affection for Bushra, the couple’s first and only daughter, so much so that, according to one close family friend, the old dictator gave serious consideration to making his daughter his chosen successor after Bassel’s premature demise at the age of thirty-one. The prospects of the couple’s other two sons, Maher and Majid, were also briefly discussed but were soon dismissed. Majid, the youngest child, suffered from severe mental health issues as a result of his heavy drug misuse,2 while Maher, a rising star in the Syrian military, was regarded as too hot-headed and volatile to be a serious contender.

Bushra, by contrast, who was nearing her fortieth birthday and had consolidated her position in the regime by marrying into an influential Damascus family, had already proved her credentials by acting as an adviser to her father on economic and foreign affairs. A confident, self-assured and intelligent woman, she was very much a daddy’s girl. Until her father’s health began to fail, Bushra would often accompany him on his trips abroad, and Hafez was impressed by her cleverness and pragmatism. Indeed, by the late 1990s, she was seen a serious contender for the succession in her own right. As Hafez’s ability to oversee affairs of state became more limited, Bushra set up her own office next to her father in the Presidential Palace, where many routine administrative tasks, as well as much of the important decision-making, was delegated to her. Her influence within the regime had been further bolstered by her marriage to Assef Shawkat, widely regarded as being one of the most accomplished Syrian military officers of his generation and renowned for his staunch loyalty to the Baathist regime.

Even if Hafez had been serious about conferring the presidential succession on his much-favoured daughter, the deeply conservative nature of Syrian politics made such an outcome almost impossible. Syria’s Baathist leaders may have taken a deep pride in their efforts to introduce modern socialism to this ancient Arab state, but their revolutionary zeal did not extend to granting Syrian women equality of opportunity, not even if they happened to be the daughter of the country’s all-powerful president. ‘Bushra undoubtedly had the credentials to become president,’ explained one of her contemporaries. ‘But in a conservative, patriarchal society like Syria, appointing a woman to lead the country was simply not an option.’3

No one better understood the dynastic tensions that were created by Hafez’s deliberations over his choice of successor than Bashar, who ultimately received the coveted designation as his father’s heir apparent shortly after his elder brother’s death. Hafez, though, still had reservations about the appointment, fearing that his second son had neither the political acumen nor the strength of character to govern a restless and fractious country like Syria, with its endless sectarian and ethnic rivalries and disputes. Hafez beseeched his close allies and friends to keep a close eye on Syria’s new leader-in-waiting who, at the time he accepted this onerous burden, was still only in his twenties and had been focusing his energies on becoming an eye surgeon in London, not the head of a Middle East dictatorship. Hafez believed his son badly needed a crash course in the skills required to become a global leader, and Bashar soon found himself appointed to a high-ranking role in the Syrian military – a standard requirement for any would-be Middle Eastern despot – as well as occupying several key positions in the Syrian regime. As Hafez himself memorably remarked to a close acquaintance helping his son to learn the ropes of global statesmanship, ‘Syria is a jungle, and Bashar is not yet a wolf.’4

Bashar himself was certainly under no illusions about the scale of the task that confronted him as the day approached when he would be required to fulfil his father’s wish and assume the mantle of becoming Syria’s nineteenth president. For decades the menacing figure of Hafez al-Assad had loomed large over the landscape of the modern Middle East. Initially, Hafez and his Baathist acolytes were welcomed for bringing a degree of stability to the turbulent world of Syrian politics, and his appointment as president following the 1970 coup was seen as lending a degree of stability to the country after decades of unrest. This spirit of naive optimism soon passed and, as time wore on, Hafez increasingly assumed the ruthless characteristics of some of his more uncompromising predecessors.

As far as the outside world was concerned, Hafez first came to prominence for his pivotal role in organizing Syria’s surprise military assault on Israel in 1973 during the feast of Yom Kippur, the most solemn day of the Jewish year, almost succeeding in recapturing the disputed Golan Heights until a desperate Israeli counter-offensive finally secured victory. Nearly a decade later, in 1982, Hafez attracted a different level of notoriety when he found himself condemned as an international pariah after his regime’s vicious suppression of an anti-government Islamist revolt masterminded by the Muslim Brotherhood. The uprising, in the northern city of Hama, was the culmination of a long-running campaign by the Brotherhood against the Assad regime. It was brutally crushed on Hafez’s orders, who entrusted his younger brother Rifaat with responsibility for carrying out the task. Rifaat, who was seven years younger than Hafez, had followed his elder brother through the ranks of the Syrian military and the Baath Party, and the two brothers had formed a close bond as a result of their shared experiences.

It was a measure of Hafez’s trust in his brother that he allowed him to set up his own paramilitary group, the so-called Defence Companies, which, after undergoing extensive training under the tutelage of the Soviet Union, was transformed into a regular and effective military force. Rifaat used his own private army to lead the regime’s suppression of the insurrection, and an estimated 12,000 Syrian troops surrounded Hama for three weeks, subjecting it to a constant aerial and artillery bombardment until the rebellion was completely defeated. The Syrian Human Rights Committee later estimated the death toll at 20,000 civilians.5 The Hama massacre, as it soon became known, was subsequently described as one of the ‘deadliest acts by any Arab government against its own people in the modern Middle East’.6

Rifaat’s prominent role in crushing the Hama uprising underscored a central characteristic of the Assad regime: at its core, it was a family affair, and for a time Rifaat regarded himself as his brother’s natural successor. As well as leading the repression in Hama, Rifaat was also starting to make a name for himself beyond Syria. In 1983 US President Ronald Reagan personally thanked him for his efforts in securing the release of an American hostage, David Dodge, who had been kidnapped in Beirut and smuggled to Iran, where he was held in the country’s notorious Evin prison. Rifaat was able to secure Dodge’s release through his personal contacts with Ayatollah Ruhollah Khomeini, Iran’s Supreme Leader, prompting the Reagan White House to issue a statement declaring that ‘the United States is grateful to Syrian President Hafez al-Assad and to Dr. Rifaat al-Assad for the humanitarian efforts they undertook which led to Mr. Dodge’s release.’7

Any serious prospect of Rifaat being a contender for the presidency evaporated when, the following year, his restless ambition got the better of him, and he devised the hare-brained scheme of overthrowing his brother in an ineptly executed coup. As is often the case with such plots against authoritarian leaders, it is difficult to gather the precise details of what occurred within the inner sanctum of the Assad regime in spring 1984. But what is beyond doubt is that Rifaat, supported by his Defence Companies, made a blatant attempt to seize power. The strains of high office were already taking their toll on Hafez’s health; by late 1983 he was suffering from heart problems to such an extent that he was no longer in a fit condition to run the country. He was obliged to appoint a committee of six trusted Baathist loyalists to govern in his absence. He did not include his brother in this committee, and Rifaat responded to the slight by attempting to seize control of the Syrian capital. By now his Defence Companies amounted to some 55,000 men, complete with tanks, artillery, helicopters and fighter jets, and they moved quickly to take control of the city, setting up roadblocks at all the major intersections and – in order not to leave anyone in any doubt who was running the show – plastering many of the main government buildings with flattering posters of Rifaat. Regular troops were disarmed, police stations and intelligence headquarters commandeered and government buildings occupied as Rifaat’s forces made swift work of taking control of all the main levers of the state.

When Hafez learned of his brother’s power grab, he immediately left his sickbed and demanded to meet with Rifaat at his house in the suburbs of Damascus. According to the British journalist Patrick Seale, one of Hafez al-Assad’s more sympathetic biographers, the possibility of all-out war between the rival brothers was only averted by the presence of their formidable mother Nai’sa. According to Seale, the meeting began with Hafez shouting at his brother, ‘You want to overthrow the regime? Here I am. I am the regime.’ They hurled insults at each other for at least an hour until Rifaat, succumbing to the combined pressure of his elder brother and his mother, capitulated and agreed to call off the coup.8

To ease the tension, Hafez agreed to be more considerate towards Rifaat in future, and even promoted him to the position of vice president, a largely honorific title which he shared with two other holders of the same post. But when Hafez was well enough to return to work later that summer, his lingering distrust of his brother meant that Rifaat was never again given any meaningful position of authority. The problematic Defence Companies were cut down to size, and their command transferred to another, more loyal, senior officer; eventually they were disbanded and their units integrated into the mainstream Syrian armed forces. Rifaat’s closest allies, as well as those who had failed to prove their loyalty to Hafez, were purged from the military and the Baath Party in the years that followed. There was even talk of Rifaat being put on trial for treason. He escaped that, but he was subjected to the indignity of making a ‘confession’ on one of Syria’s state-owned television channels.

In the end it was Bushra al-Assad, no doubt working at the behest of her mother, who ultimately prevailed on her father not to bring formal charges against his brother, arguing that such a move might bring disgrace upon the family name. Eventually Rifaat was sent into exile on the pretext of a working visit to the Soviet Union, from where he moved to Europe in the mid-1980s, enjoying a luxurious lifestyle largely funded by the Syrian state.

Bashar was still a teenager when this bitter feud took place and was immersed in his medical studies at the University of Damascus. Even though he showed little interest in politics – he once said he only visited his father’s office once while he was president – one can only imagine the traumatic impact this monumental power struggle between his father and his uncle would have had. Quiet and reserved and the scion of the country’s all-powerful dictator, Bashar had enjoyed a childhood of luxury and privilege, commuting between the family quarters in the Presidential Palace and the Assads’ coastal retreat overlooking the shores of the Mediterranean at Qurdaha, the family’s ancestral home close to the port of Latakia. Yet, as the family drama erupted in public during spring 1984, the young Bashar would have been made very aware how fleeting the life of a Middle Eastern despot can be. Syria’s history alone is littered with stories of its leaders meeting a brutal end, and Hafez himself had only survived a Muslim Brotherhood assassination attempt in 1980 by kicking away a grenade that had been thrown at him before it exploded.9 The ventured takeover by his treacherous uncle Rifaat, who would now forever be shunned by the family, surely made Bashar appreciate the perils of being Syria’s leader – a lesson that he would not easily forget.

The imperative of maintaining political stability in Syria, together with safeguarding his own claim to the succession, was therefore very much at the forefront of Bashar’s thoughts in the summer of 2000 as his father, now approaching his seventieth birthday, neared the end of his life. Hafez had never fully recovered from the heart problems that had prompted Rifaat to stage his failed coup, and the constant challenge of keeping the Assad regime in power took a heavy toll on his health. It also made him even more determined to ensure the arrangements for his succession were firmly in place so that the regime’s survival was guaranteed in the event of his death and that one of his sons would assume power in his place. Hafez still nurtured doubts about whether Bashar had the necessary credentials to take on the demanding role of president, but as far as the wider Assad clan and the Baath Party were concerned, the succession had been decided: Bashar would inherit. It was now up to him to make sure that, when the time came, the succession plan was implemented according to Hafez’s wishes.

For Bashar, therefore, it was an enormous stroke of good fortune that, thanks to his medical training, he enjoyed daily access to his ailing father during the final weeks of his life. And Bashar showed himself to be a paragon of devotion. Every morning, he would visit his father’s bedroom shortly after dawn to assess his condition and make sure his every need was attended to. He would make all the routine medical checks – pulse, temperature, blood pressure – and prescribe any medication that was required to keep his father as comfortable as possible.

Bashar, more than anyone else in the Assad family with the possible exception of his mother Anisa, was well aware that his father did not have much longer to live, making it even more important that all the administrative paperwork was in place to ensure the succession went smoothly when the moment came. So, when he had carried out the routine medical examination, he would produce a bundle of government documents for his father to sign. Some of these papers were nothing more than routine executive orders that were essential to the everyday running of the country. Among them, though, were several other documents that were of enormous significance to Bashar himself – the orders that authorized the transfer of key powers from Hafez to his son. Whether Hafez was fully cognizant of exactly what he was signing is an open question. He was heavily sedated – by his diligent son – and drifting in and out of consciousness. The overall effect, however, was that over the course of the few weeks in which Bashar had sole care of his father he was handed exclusive responsibility for running key areas of the Syrian government, from finance and the economy to the military and intelligence services. Real power was gradually transferred to Bashar even while Hafez was still alive and still the ultimate authority in the land. Bashar’s claim to the presidency became more impregnable by the day.

Perhaps the most surprising aspect of Bashar’s conduct during the final days of his father’s life was his calm and methodical approach to securing the succession in his favour. Ever since the death of his brother Bassel had effectively made him the designated heir, doubts had persisted, within the family and beyond. Did he have the strength of character to fill his father’s shoes? For all the training he had received on statecraft and security since abandoning his medical career to take his brother’s position as the regime’s heir apparent, Bashar still struggled to convince the sceptics that he was the right man for the job. Hafez was fondly known among his supporters as the ‘Lion of Damascus’ for his ruthless approach to dealing with enemies for nearly thirty years. Bashar, by contrast, looked more like a toothless cub naively navigating a path through the labyrinthine world of Syrian politics. Few observers gave him much chance of survival when compared to more resilient and resourceful rivals like his uncle Rifaat who, despite being confined to exile, continued to regard himself as a legitimate contender for the Syrian presidency.

Yet Bashar demonstrated an implacable single-mindedness that many regime supporters – including members of his own family – had believed to be beyond him. Indeed, it is perfectly feasible, given his secretive approach, that even close family members, such as his mother and ever-watchful sister Bushra, had not fully grasped what he was up to while he demonstrated an unusual level of attentiveness to his dying father.

Arranging a seamless succession in a secular democracy is not an easy task, especially in a country like Syria, whose history since independence has been defined by numerous coups and counter-coups. Syria is often described as a new country in an old land, and the foundation of the modern state dates to the aftermath of the First World War, when the Ottoman Empire’s 400-year rule over one of the Middle East’s most prized possessions was finally brought to an end. From the turn of the twentieth century Syria, or rather its capital Damascus, was regarded as the home of Arab nationalism, a place where fiery young intellectuals made the ancient city the base for their campaign of liberation against colonial rule. Secret societies proliferated, with groups of young Syrians taking a prominent role in the wider Arab campaign to achieve greater autonomy from the Turks, to win recognition of Arabic as an official language and an acceptance of their political rights.

The dominant role played by Syrians in the anti-Ottoman agitation was reflected in the fact that, at a groundbreaking conference held in Paris in 1913 to formulate the Arabs’ demands, the twenty-four participants were almost exclusively Syrian, and divided equally between Muslims and Christians.10 With the outbreak of war the following year, Turkish tolerance of these subversive activities soon wore thin. As a result, between 1915 and 1916, Syrian nationalists experienced the full horror of Turkish repression. Dozens of leading activists, mostly civic leaders, writers and intellectuals who were drawn from a wide range of communities, were arraigned before military tribunals and sentenced to death. The worst toll was the execution of twenty-one activists on 6 May 1916, a date commemorated today as ‘Martyrs’ Day’ in Syria and Lebanon. A century later, Syrian opposition activists would suffer a similar level of brutality at the hands of the Assad regime.

The harsh treatment meted out to Arab nationalists by the Turks certainly contributed to the launch of the Arab Revolt against Ottoman rule, with the banner of Arab nationalism first being raised in Mecca in June 1916. But despite the heroic exploits of the Arab tribesmen in helping Britain and its allies to defeat the Turks and liberate the Arab lands from Ottoman control, the nationalists’ desire to acquire full independence from colonial rule was stymied by the competing interests of Britain and France. In the same month that the nationalist flag first flew, London and Paris had signed the Sykes–Picot Agreement, a secret pact to carve up the eastern Mediterranean region, which included Syria, to suit their own imperial ambitions. The colonial aspirations of the major European powers were further complicated the following year when the British government published the Balfour Declaration, committing London to support ‘the establishment in Palestine of a national home for the Jewish people’. After the war, the British, who had led the military campaign to defeat the Ottomans, duly assumed control of Palestine, territory that for centuries previously had been administered by Damascus. Syria, meanwhile, was handed over to France, which set about carving up its new fiefdom, creating a Christian-run Lebanese enclave from lands that had been governed by Damascus for hundreds of years, and making little effort to accommodate the aspirations of Arab nationalists. The French did, though, make one significant contribution towards the creation of what would become modern-day Syria.

While most of the country we today recognize as Syria is predominantly Arab speaking and Sunni Muslim (around 75 per cent of Syrians are Sunni), the country has always contained an eclectic assortment of minority groups, some of them exotic remnants of an ancient past, such as the tiny pockets of Turkmen and Aramaic speakers, as well as the more assertive minorities, such as the Alawites and the Druze. In what amounted to a classic colonial policy of divide and rule, the French allocated the Alawites and the Druze their own enclaves, ostensibly to protect them from the Sunni majority which controlled much of the country’s land and wealth. The Alawites were given an area on the shores of the eastern Mediterranean around the port of Latakia, while the Druze were located further south, close to the border of what is modern-day Israel. The Alawite state, as it was called under the terms of the French mandate granted by the League of Nations to govern Syria in 1922, would later become the Assad clan’s family fiefdom.

The Assads were originally the Wahhish family – mountain peasants based in the village of Qurdaha, set in the arid landscape of the Alawi Mountains overlooking the eastern Mediterranean and a six-mile donkey ride to the sea. Hafez’s father, Ali Sulayman, was prominent in the local community, and his reputation for defending the rights of his fellow peasants against the venal claims of the big Sunni landowners led him to change the family name from Wahhish to Assad, meaning ‘lion’.11 The villagers were almost exclusively Alawites, members of the minority Muslim sect in Syria that comprises around 12–13 per cent of the population. The Alawites are a secular offshoot of Shiite Islam that most Muslims consider to be heretical, with the result that they were often subjected to persecution and treated as lower-class citizens. According to a fatwa issued by a prominent fourteenth-century Sunni scholar, the Alawites were condemned as being greater infidels than the Christians, Jews or idolators, and devout Muslims were authorized to mount a jihad, or holy war, against them.12 In Ottoman times, when the Alawite mountain-dwellers struggled to eke out a living on their inhospitable land, most wealthy Sunni landowners would employ Alawite peasants as farmworkers or domestic servants.

Hafez was the ninth of Ali Sulayman’s eleven children by two wives. He was born in October 1930 and his younger brother Rifaat was born seven years later. At the time of Hafez’s birth, Qurdaha consisted of a hundred or so mud or rough stone houses at the end of a dirt track. The community was poor, its main income derived from its olive and tobacco crops. The village had no electricity, and little contact with the outside world, but it was Hafez’s good fortune that his father was one of the few literate members of the Qurdaha community and was therefore able to follow events by reading local newspapers. 

The mountain-dwellers were also beneficiaries of the French administration as a rudimentary form of education was introduced. In Ottoman times, even basic teaching had been discouraged, but the more liberal French brought education to remote villages for the first time. When a primary school was opened in Qurdaha, Ali Sulayman was able to secure a place for his son, thereby giving Hafez an opportunity that had been denied to previous generations of his family. Hafez showed himself to be a bright and industrious pupil, so much so that, at the age of nine, he was sent away to school in Latakia, some distance from his home. Hafez later recalled the loneliness of this period: ‘In those days the thirty kilometres from Qurdaha to Latakia seemed almost as great as the distance today between Damascus and London.’13 Even so, in spite of the loneliness and hardship, the peasant child from the mountains prospered, and was soon doing better than the town boys in exams.

Hafez’s education took place against the backdrop of global conflict, a period that would ultimately have a profound impact on Syria’s destiny, even though Hafez claimed it made little impression on him at the time. ‘I was not much concerned about the Second World War: I was far more worried about my homework,’ he recalled.14 Nevertheless, the war eventually put an end to France’s unhappy association with Syria which, despite France’s efforts to impose its will on its restless subjects, had been marred by constant disputes and revolts as Syrian nationalists maintained their campaign for complete independence. The biggest revolt against French colonial rule had taken place in 1925 and had resulted in fierce battles between French forces and nationalist rebels in Damascus, Homs and Hama before it was finally suppressed two years later. The constant anti-French agitation eventually resulted in Syria and France negotiating a treaty of independence in 1936, although it was not until the end of the Second World War that the country’s independence was fully recognized. In the meantime, Syria experienced mixed fortunes, first coming under the control of Vichy France following the fall of France in 1940, before being liberated by British and Free French forces following a brief military campaign in the summer of 1941. The end of hostilities finally resulted in Syria gaining full independence on 17 April 1946, but even then, the country suffered from the same level of political turbulence that it had experienced during the mandate, to the extent that between 1946 and 1956 Syria had twenty different cabinets and drafted four separate constitutions.

To prosper as a fully functioning, independent state, post-colonial Syria cried out for some semblance of political stability, and the craving for a more stable form of government grew as the country lurched from one crisis to another. The weak parliamentary system the newly independent nation had inherited from the French, together with the growing strength of the Syrian military, meant that between 1949 and 1970 – when Hafez finally seized power – there were eight successful coups. The unstable nature of Syrian politics, moreover, turned the country into a political battleground that could be exploited by powerful regional rivals, foremost among whom was Gamal Abdel Nasser, the charismatic leader of Egypt’s socialist revolution.

Nasser’s successful overthrow of the Egyptian monarchy in 1952, and the subsequent humiliating defeat he inflicted on Britain and France in 1956 following the Suez crisis, made him the undisputed leader of Arab nationalism, to the extent that in 1958 Egypt and Syria merged to create a sovereign state known as the United Arab Republic (UAR). One of the main objectives of Arab nationalists was to dismantle the arbitrary boundaries established in the Middle East and unite all Arabs in one state. This particularly appealed to Syrians, who had seen their territories split into the new countries of Lebanon, Jordan and Palestine. The creation of the UAR was therefore seen as a first step to unite all the Arab lands of the region, although the Syrians soon tired of the project when it became clear that Cairo, not Damascus, was the dominant partner in the merger, with Nasser demanding all political parties in Syria be dismantled. The overbearing attitude of the Egyptians quickly persuaded the Syrians that their interests would be better served by ruling themselves, so Syrian participation in the short-lived UAR was abruptly ended by a military coup in Damascus in September 1961. From Syria’s perspective, the great benefit of the short-lived merger was to deepen the country’s sense of national identity, a trend that in 1963 resulted in Syria’s most prominent Arab nationalists, the socialist Baath Party, seizing power.

The Baath, or renaissance, party had been set up by a group of Syrian nationalists in Damascus during the Second World War to spread the gospel of Arab independence and social revolution and maintain the campaign for independence from France. Led by Michel Aflaq, an energetic, French-educated political agitator, the Baath sought to restore the Arab nation to its former glories, freed from the shackles of colonial oppression. The young Hafez al-Assad was still a schoolboy in the coastal city of Latakia when he became an early adherent of the Baathist cause, and he quickly earned a reputation as one of the group’s more effective street fighters. In the dying days of French rule, street brawls were commonplace between the country’s various nationalist factions, with Baathist supporters frequently involved in confrontations with rival groups such as the Communists and the Syrian National Party, which represented the interests of the Sunni landowning classes. The biggest threat the Baathists faced, though, came from the Muslim Brotherhood, the militant Sunni Islamist movement that sought to impose its own vision of conservative Islamic rule on Syria. Hafez, who was already making his name as a student leader, became a target of the Brotherhood, which was constantly looking for an opportunity to beat him up. On one occasion, in 1948, the Muslim Brothers succeeded, and managed to catch Assad on his own, resulting in one of their followers knifing him in the back during a street fight.15 The wound took several weeks to heal and left Hafez with an abiding hatred of the Muslim Brothers.

A diligent pupil, the poor Alawite mountain boy had to endure bullying at the hands of his wealthier and more entitled Sunni classmates, an experience that attracted him to political movements, like the Baath, that claimed to stand for the oppressed. As a teenager, he demonstrated his nationalist credentials by celebrating the end of the French mandate, remembering, ‘We all threw away our French books that day.’16 Hafez now became an active campaigner for the Baath, collecting funds to distribute to poor families in the Alawi Mountains. Tall and muscular, his presence was also of value in helping to defend his fellow activists when they came under attack from rival groups. The height of Hafez’s schoolboy political activities was his election as president of the nationwide Union of Syrian Students, a remarkable achievement for someone from such a humble background. In later life Hafez would recall how his formative experience as a student in the brutal world of Syrian politics led him to see himself as a politician first and foremost.

By the time the Baath seized power in 1963, Hafez had traded in his promising start in student politics for a career in the Syrian military. He was one of the first pilots to be trained in the fledgling Syrian air force, winning prizes for his aerobatic skill. The Syrian military, for so long the redoubt of the Sunni establishment, had become an attractive proposition for minorities such as the Alawites, Druze and Christians, with the interwar period of the French mandate seeing a significant improvement in their fortunes. By the time Syria gained independence, Alawites were well represented in the military, having taken advantage of the Sunnis’ reluctance to join an institution run by their French oppressors. Syria’s Sunni bourgeoisie tended to scorn the military as a career, preferring their sons to pursue more profitable courses in the professions, or tending to their lands. This meant that the new emerging officer class contained significant numbers of men from peasant backgrounds, many of whom yearned to challenge the Sunnis’ traditional dominance of Syrian society.

The heavily politicized world of the Syrian military appealed to Hafez, who remained deeply involved in Baathist politics. This was a period when the Syrian military was invariably involved in the constant round of coups and counter-coups that blighted Syrian politics, and the officer corps acted as a microcosm of Syrian society, with different groups of officers flirting with various political organizations, ranging from the Communists to the Nationalists. Hafez maintained his close ties with the Baathists, even when he found himself posted to Egypt to continue his military training during the short-lived political union between Cairo and Damascus. Initially, Hafez had been excited to find himself posted to the heart of Arab nationalism, especially as the Baathists had been at the forefront of the campaign to persuade Nasser to form a union with Syria. But he soon became disillusioned as Nasser sought to dismantle the Baathists’ political infrastructure and, together with four other officers, Hafez was a founder member of the underground Baathist military committee that campaigned for the break-up of the UAR.17 When the union eventually collapsed, Hafez and his colleagues were thrown into jail in Cairo, where they languished for forty-four days.

The union’s failure had a profound impact on Hafez, persuading him that Syria’s destiny must ultimately reside in its own hands; on his return to his homeland he became deeply involved in the political scheming within the Baath Party that resulted in its eventual seizure of power in 1963. Hafez played a key role in the March coup, heading the unit that captured a vital airbase close to the capital while other military units occupied key buildings, including army headquarters in Damascus and the national broadcasting centre. The leaders of the coup celebrated the success of their ‘revolution’ by imposing martial law. A military council, formally known as the National Council for Revolutionary Command, now ruled the country through a puppet government. The template for a Baathist dictatorship had been established. The coup, however, was not universally popular, and the newly established regime brutally suppressed anti-government protests in Homs and Hama. In 1966 ideological disputes within the leadership resulted in an intra-Baath coup, which led to Hafez being appointed defence minister and commander of the air force. Israel’s victory over Syria in the 1967 Six Day War inevitably raised questions about Hafez’s qualities as defence minister. Rather than becoming the fall guy for the defeat, Hafez drew on the burgeoning group of Alawite loyalists he had appointed in the Syrian military to move against Salah Jadid, the country’s de facto leader. In November 1970 Jadid was overthrown and Hafez finally achieved his long-held goal of becoming president.

Hafez al-Assad had travelled a long, hard and, at times, brutal road on his journey to Syria’s presidency. He had overcome his modest peasant origins, his Alawite heritage and the endless schemes of his rivals to end his bid for glory. He had suffered imprisonment, mourned the loss of close friends and allies and personally witnessed some of the most seismic events in the history of the modern Middle East, from the rise of Nasser to the bitter defeat of the Six Day War. Ever since his early association with the Baath Party as a pugnacious student, Hafez had learned the lesson that both physical and mental strength were vital in order to survive in the savage world of Syrian politics.

These dramatic events had taken place before Bashar was born, but as a member of the country’s ruling family he was extremely well versed in the pitfalls of Syrian politics and the need for strong and stable leadership. He was also more than aware that the key to his father’s success – both in assuming power in the first place and in managing to survive in office for thirty years – derived from his ruthless approach to eliminating his rivals and making sure no one could challenge his authority. These considerations were very much in Bashar’s thoughts as he quietly put in place the plans that would ultimately result in him succeeding his father as Syria’s president.
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