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Asavesultof this campaign, morale plunmeted within the civil service 16
Scentor burcaucrats who had not heen fired or resigned were said to be d
perately casting about {or positions in the private sector, and reports ¢f
culated widely of the emigration of cducated Syrians to Lebanon and
countrics outside the Arab world. Among the Damascene elite more gen
ally, burcaucratic restructuring produced an atmosphere of instability, u
heaval, and alienation as villagers and peasants became a maore visible 2
more influentdal presence in official institutions, Civil servants mobilized
oppose some Ba'thist reforms, notably efforts to trim bureaucratic salar
but could not affect the larger process of institutional change.

Over the course of the first eighteen to twenty-four months of Ba®
rule, the restructuring of the civil service was broadened to include 3
branches of the government burcaucracy that were peiceived as hostile
o the party's consolidation of a4 populist authoritarian system of rule, B
the beginning of 1965, new guidelines had altered hiring and appoint:
mient palicies for the judiciary, teachers, provincial authorities, and sta
cmploved clerics, Internal security agencies and the police received p
ticular attention.’ In a number of instances, Ba'thist officials exploi
outbreaks of opposition to broaden its control over various state agencies.
For example, following violent protests in January 1965 against the natio
alization policies of the Ba'th, in which moesques had been focal points
opposition, the Presidency Council arrogated w itself full authority to
miss and appoint imams, preachers, and religious weachers for a period ¢
three months. This time frame was seen as adequate to permit the regi
o “make any shakeup it has in mind.”™ The 1965 protests also provok
a sweeping change of judicial personnel, providing an excuse to repls
judges not appointed by the Ba'th with those who possessed “a comple
understanding of the legislation required by the socialist lransformaﬁ):f
stage.”' The same tactic was repeated after the February 1966 coup by
radical factions of the Ba‘th, when the government repealed for one day the
immunity of judges against arbitrary dismissal, to “reorganize the judiciary
‘in harmony with the struggling stage achieved by the Syrian people.’ "

Through these rather heavy-handed forms of political pressure and
rectinterventon, the leadership of the Ba'th completely restructured
bureaucracy by the close of 1966, Far from neglecting the demands of

16, See T, F. Bromley to Foreign Office, October 1, 1963, PRO, FO371/1 70600,
17. See D. A. Roberts to Foreign Office, June 15, 1963, PRO, FO371/170504-
18, Damascus (0 Secretary of State, January 30, 1963, ne. 503, RG59./26806, NA.
19. Aleppo to Department of State, June 4, 1965, no. A-598, RG59/2684, NA.
20, "Conservative Syrian Judges Purged,” Damascus 1o Secretary of Stte, June 4. 14
vo. A-Gon, RGya/20685, NA.
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stinnion building, Ba‘thist politicians gave it their immediate and sustainoed
ateention, It is noteworthy in this respect that the process of stawe hvrcau-
cratic reform preceded and outpaced by a considerable degree the restruc-
ruring of Syria’s political instinnions, the gradual wansformation of the
National Council of Revolutionary Commandd into a national assembly, and
the drafling of a new consutution. Until the Ba‘th leadership could he as-
sured that the institutions of the state were well in hand, it facked the ad-
minisirative capacity to manage its broader agenda of political and eco-
nomic (ransformation,

Constructing a Radical-Populist Political Economy

While reorganizing the bureaucracy was essential to the Ba'th's ability 1o
govern, state reform was also a necessary starting point in the party's larger
project of institmional restructuring and social transformation. These pro-
cesses were widely supported within the party, despite disagreements aboul
their implementation. Like preceding governments, Ba‘thist leaders not
only restructured the bureaucracy hut significantly expanded the size and
capacity of 1he state as well, creating new government ministries, increasing
the numiber and size of state agencies, and adding thousands of ¢ivil ser-
vants 1o the public payroll. As in the past, morcover, slate expansion was
largely the result of decpening state intervention in the economy, in partic-
ular the dramatic expansion of the public sector that accompanied the
Ba‘th's sell-styled “sacialist ransformation.”

[t was this transformation more than any othier factor during these
years—including the regime’s lukewarm pursuit of Arab unity—that con-
tributed to the consolidation of a populist authoritarian systemn of rule and
set Ba‘thist practices apart frot those of previous Syrian governments and
from populist regimes more generally. This moment was not the {irst since
independence when struggles over the organization of the Syrian political
cconomy formed the principal axis of social conflict. Yet for the first time
such struggles caused a fundamental redistribution of social power [rom
landed and capitalist elites Lo populist social groups.

Here 100 the Ba‘th benefited from the degree to which the state had
become imbricated in the cconowy since independence, making avail-
able to it a well-established set of interventionist norms. During the union
with Egypt, the Syrian cconomy had heen subject to forms of economic re-
Situcturing chat fit casily within the vepertoire of Ba‘thist practices. Ba'thist
leaders also benefited, morcover, from the norms of diswibutive justice
and popular welfare that had hecome integrated into Syrian politics, as well
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as the extent 10 which the seue had hecome established as the agent re.
sponsible for implementing public pelicies consistent with these normg,
In this area too, however, it would De casy to misread these conditions ag
indicators of continuity with pre-1g6yg political practices. In fact, the dis-
tnctive ways in which the Ba'th uppropriated these starting conditions and
exploited them in the service of a radically transformative strategy of state
formation departed sharply from past experience. Moreover, the scale and
the structure of the changes brought about by the Ba'th arc slr*ikingly in-
consistent with the image of a regime that was wo wrapped up in its day-
ta-day survival 1o pay attention 1o the demands of building a radical popu-
list state.

Svria’s capitadists, who had spent the eighteen months since the end of
the AR struggling in vain o reconsiruct @ contvelled-liberal political
ceonomy, fiercely resisted the Ba'th's cconomic and social policies. Their
deeply pessimistic reaction to the rise ol the Ba‘th also refleced the lessons
of the union, in particular what the business community had learned about
the boundaries of possible accommodation hetween their interests and
those of a commmnitted populist regime. Littde in this experience persuaded
them (o view the prospects offered by a Ba'thist Syria with much hope. In
contrast to earlier peri'ods. however, Syria’s capitalists now proved unable to
stem the tde of secial change or 1o undernnine the growing consolidation
of the populist authoritarian system of rule. Iaving made good use them-
selves of the authontarian tools thev inherited {rom the United Arab Re-
pubdic, Syria’s [orner economic and political clite now confronted a gov-
crmuent more than willing 1o deploy such 1ools against them,

Restructuring the Fronomy

Al the time the Ba‘th seized power, Syria’s cconomy bore the clear imprint
of the political struggles of the postindependence period and the cons
tinuing contest 1o define an appropriate balance between state and mar-
ket In previous chapters I have traced the massive changes that accompa-
nied shifts in the pattern of state intervention since 1946, especially the
extent to which swate expansion came (0 undermine the autonomy and
power of Syria’s capitalists and landowners. These changes had fundamen-
tally iransformed the institutional and regulatory contours of the Syrian
political cconomy, but the bhalance of economic resources remained in
private hands. During the brief secessionist period from September 1961 to
Minrch 19634, business-dominated governments worked to restore the pre-
ragatives of the private sector and to shilt the trajectory of Syria's po[iliC:l[
cconomy away from Nasserist-style populism toward a system of conurolled
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liberalism, Despite deep strains among Syrian capitalists and the opposition
ol workers, communists, and the Ba'th, this project was siill very much un-
cderway at the time of the March 1963 coup.

By the time Hafiz al-Asad secured his hold on power seven years later,
however, nothing was left of Syria’s experiment with controlled liberalism,
[1t the interim, the public sector had grown to account {or imore than two-
thirds of total capiial formation (from about a quarter in 1963), as well as
qo percent of banking and insurance, 75 percent of indusurial procduction,
and 8o percent of foreign trade, While Tandownership remained predomi-
nantly private, the organization of agricnltural production and of agricul-
tural producers had been profoundly reshaped, not only by 1he continuing
application of land reform bat also by the spread of agriculural coopera-
tives and the rise of the state as the direct manager of the agriculiural econ-
omy. Referring to the overall organizaton of the Syrian cconomy in 1965,
ot observer noted that just ten years earlier, a report of the International
Bank for Reconstruction and Development had stressed the extent to which
cconotic development was exclusively an activity of the private sector, and
urged the state to play a more aclive role in the process, In the course of a
decade, he added, the situation bad been completely reversed. ™!

The Ba'th adopled a number of mechanisms to accomplish this trans-
formation. These included nationalizations, the formation of a vast instita-
tonal apparatus to adiminister the public seetor and manage private sector
economic activity, and controls over the cireuladon of capital and goods.
The Ba'th also accelerared the ongoing redefinition of rural property rights
in fiavor of particalar classes of peasants and the use of public policy (o em-
bed racheal populist nornes and practices within the new cconomic institu-
tons of the state. As with the Ba‘th’s approach (o governance in general, its
cconomic policies [requently were the product of the moment, a response
Lo particular crises or to the imperatives of political expediency. Differences
among Ba'thist leaders over the pace and scope of Syria’s soctalist trans-
formation made the desien of development sirategy an imaportant arena
of intraparty couflict, And there can be livde doubt that Ba'thist rule was
marked by o severe gap hetween expectations and perflonnance, particu-
Larly concerning the conribution of the public sector 6 cconomic growth.
Despite these realitios it is nonetheless evident that economic restinctaring
was guided by a general indersianding of what constinuned an appropriate
sl ol cconotnic arrangements, how the relationship hetween socicty aned

<t Jean Ducruet, “Secteur public et plannification économique en République Arabe
Syrienne,” Proche Crient, udes ceonomigues nas 50 (January=June 190g), pp. 37-125. See
also Chapter 3, pp. 57-55.
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the ¢cconomy should be organized, and how these relations were to be con.

structed, Teis also evident that differences within the Ba‘th over the p&c
and scope of economic restructuring and over relations with the Pﬁva;él
scotor have obscured the extent to which this understanding was sharec] by
a Ba'thist leadership 1hat broadly supporied the radical redesign of the
Syrian cconomy.* The outlines of this redesign took shape during the ear| :
months of Ba‘thist rule and were essentially settled by the end of 1963, per-
miting its implementation 1o begin in earnest in carly 196.4. 1

The tone for what followed was set by Salah al-Din Bitar in his first policy
address as prime minister less than a week after the coup. Bitar's Speﬁcli,'
while thin on details and heavy on polemics, was nonetheless an impor-
tant signal of government intentons, not least in defining the position (h
capialists were expected to occupy in the new system of rule. He indica
that the cconomy would be organized along socialist lines and that €eco-
nonic policies would favor industrialization in both private and public secga
tors, as well as promote agrarian reform, warkers’ rights, and large-sca :
infrastructural development. The govermment, he asserted, “will prote
the aims of the revolution by preventing capitalism from dominat.ing
government,

However tacking in detail Bitar's statement might have been, its i
tentions were transparently clear. U.S. Embassy reports concluded—uwit
much foresight—that the best capitalists could hope for now was “a mixe
economic system under which the state will permit the private sector to op-
erate in areas not directly related to the major economic interests of th
state.”! Reactions to Bitar’s pronouncement from the Chambers of Com-.
merce were at best lukewarm.?? Privatcly, however, business reactions we
far more critical. Capitalists, according to one report, “now fear the r
imposition of the nationalisation dccrees of July 1961, and the extension
these even to State control of loretgn wade, their own subordination Lo stal
planning, and an cxistence as outcasts who owe the new state a living bu
whomni the state owes nothing.”2 Assuming the worst, wealthy Syrians i
mediately began to tansfer their money out of the country. Businessme
postponed mvestments and asked forcign creditors 1w inake payments int

z2. Itis worth neting that members of the Syrian business community regarded such int
nal disputes as insignificant and viewed the Ba‘th as moving rather consistently toward a st
and inlerventionist cconomic regime. They also repeatedly noted their sense that despite b
moderate tone, Bitar was as committed to social change in Syria as Ba‘thists who taok a more
raclical line.

23 Damascus o Secretary of State, March 22, 1663, no. A-268, RGgo/4054. NA.

24. Damascns to Department of State, May 10, 1663, no. A-333, RG59/105.4, NA.

25. J. €. M. Mason to Foreign Office, March 19, 1963, PRO, FO371/170613,

26. T F. Bromley to Foreign Office, April 23. 1963, PRO, FO371/170613.
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oflshore accounts,® The Syrian pound fell dramatically against the dollar,
andl requests for import licenses shot up in anticipation of new controls on
foreign trade.

Decply concerned by the outflow of scarce capital, the government
quickly seized control over the circulation of forcign exchange. The first de-
cree issued by the National Command of the Revolutionary Council in early
March 1964 included a temporary prohibition on large transfers of funds,
but capital flight simply accelerated. In response, the cabinet renationalized
all banks on May 2.2 It ordered banks and the offices of money changers
to be sealed, replacing their hoards and directors with government ap-
pointees.® The cabinet also replaced the governor and deputy governor
of the Central Bank and dismisscd a number of other top-level administra-
tors of key cconomic agencies. Soon alter, the government reestablished
carrency controls that had been removed less than a year earlier, The new
regulations gave Syrians two weeks (o exchange all foreign currency in their
possession for Syrian pounds. Needless to say, compliance was far (rom per-
fect. In announcing these decrees, the regime castigated the bourgeoisic for
its reactionary character and its destructive impact on the Syrian economy.
To emphasize the commitment to halting capital flight, a number of promi-
nent businessmen in Aleppo were arrested, fined, and forced 1o post bond
ol as much as £5100,000 to secure their release,

These regulations were clearly reactive in character. In private intervicws,
senior Ba‘thist Sami al-Jundi acknowledged that the nationalizations and
currency controls were intended simply to “'retain in Syria what little Syrian
capital still remained in the cauntry.” ™ Over the next two months, how-
ever, other measures were launched that confirmed the perception of a
broad-based program intended to resiruciure the ¢cconomy along populist
lines. On June 29 a new agrarian reform law was announced that ught-

y
ened limitations on landownership and extended easier credit lerms to

27. Inidally, the anxicty of Syrian businessmen was directed more wward the role that
Nasseristy might play in the new government than at the Ba'th Party, which was seen at first
s a useful check on both the Nasserists and Syrian commumists, In addition, senior Ba‘thists,
including Biwar, held private back-channel talks with senior representatives of the business
community in the early days alter the coup and offered assurances concerning their cconomic
plans. These discussions had no discernible impact, however, Having lived through the union,
businessmen had no intention of waiting to see whether Bitar could e wrusted before with-
drawing their capital. Damascus to Secretary of State, March 12, 1963, nos. Gog and Gog, RG5G/
3398, NA.

28. All banks had been nationalized in July 1961, but those awned by Syrians and Arabs
were denationalized after the break with EgypL. See Chapter 6, p. 148.

29. The natdonalized banks were reorganized into six banking groups in August and subse-
quently merged into a single entity, the Commercial Bank of Syria.

30. Damascus to Secretary of State, May 51, 1963, no. 858, RG50/4055. NA.
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peasants. On July 4 the Higher Planning Council was created and chapyg
with overseeing and directing the activities of the Miniswry of Pldnnmg
ministry wonld in turn manage @ network of Jocal planning bureays jp. |
tended 1o extend the government's planning capacity more deeply into the
provinces. On Angust 1y the government decrecd that nationalized banks
would be reorgam/( « into five banking groups, a move that business lead-
ers perceived as “making more difficeelt the securing of large loans by ri
private merchants.”*!

Meetings between government representatives and business delegatio
could only have deepened the growing [ears of the business community,
fate March, Prime Minister Bitar and Minister ol Fconomy Abd al-Ka
Zuhar received a delegation from the Chamber of Commerce of Damas
One account of the mneeting has the minister of coonomy (1s[|g,1ung hl‘
visitors, describing them as erooks and flaty asserting that in the future, |
wolld be the government that would “dictate cconomic policy to buamcss-(‘
men, wiwd not vice versa.”® Threcr meetings between ULS. Ernbassy officials
and senior Ba‘thist ministers conlinned the deep antagonism of the Ba®
toward husinessmen. In one such mecting, Jamal al-Atasi, who then held th
position of minister of information, derided Syrian capualms as “havmg
lcarmed nothing” from past experiences. “Their sole interest,” Atasi claimed,
“has heen in quick-term profits, and now [their] only concern is in getting
their money out of Syria. To this [the FEmbassy officer] pointed out that
telling a businessiman, as this governnient is in fact doing, that he will even-
tually be nationalized or lose Jis hasiness in one way or another can never
obtain his cooperadon. ... Atasi paid lip serviee {to the idea of a more con-
cilzory approach to the private sector] but I derived [the] definite im-
pression that he is closed-minded on the subject of Syrian capitalists.”™

This impression was further reinforced by the results of two party co
gresses that ook place during the early {all of 1964, In September, the
gional Comrmmnd of the Ba‘th held its first congress since the March coupe
and endorsed a radical approach 1o ceconomic restructuring as the party’s
official position.™ By the time the Sixth National Congress of the party coti=
vened in Qciober, Bitar's rough-hewn outline of Ba‘thist intentions hm@i

J
31, American Consnlate in Aleppo to Deparument of State, August 29, 1963, no. A- ‘-Si,
RG50/5308, NA
52. Damascus 1o Secretary of State, April 4. 1963, no. 708, RG59/5398, NA.
35. Diunascus to Secretary of State, April 29, 1663, no. 786, RG5g/9308, NA.
34. The Regional Command was the executive structure of the country-level parties of the
Ba“th. The movement as a whole was represented through a National Command, with the ey -
“national” referring to the Arab nation as a whole, of which individual countries were ulcrelﬁ'
regions,
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been recast as a more claborated statement of the party's determination o
rransfor Syria’s political economy. The final resolutions of the Sixth Na-
gonal Congress are widely recognized as a critical point in the consolida-
ion of Ba‘thist radicalisin, and they reflect the increasing antagonism of
the Ba'th toward Syrian capitalisis, Dismissing the possibility of an inclu-
sive social pact, the party declared thar on the basis of a “scientific analy-
sis of cconomic and political conditions . . . the bourgeoisie is unable to
carry out any positive task in the cconomic sphere.” “Furthermore,” it
continued, "the opporumism of the bourgeoisic qualifies it for the role of
ally to 1the new colonialism. The workers, peasants, revolutionary civil and
military imelligentsia, and the petit bowrgesisie were considered the proper
forces for the achicvement of the Socialist revolution in s inital stage, ™
To further ensure the marghialization of Syrian capitalists, the Ba'th also
recommended the inuaduction of workplace democracy throngh worker
self-management, advoeating the restructuring of government agencies 1o
permit “thew to participate fully in the process ol conversion (o socialism.”
It emphasized the need for collectivization in agriculiure as the “proper
Socialist take-off point for the oncoming change in social relatons,” rein-
forced the urgency of cconomic planning, and stressed the need for popi-
lar mobilization and the formation of popular institutions o support the
party’s goals of sacial and cconomic reform.

Capitalists against the State

Just seven mouths after the March coup, therclore, the broad contours of

business-state relations had been defined in erms thar Lelt linde possibility
for accommadation between the nwo. A1 the same tinwe, Ba‘thist
like Nasser, were mindful of the private sector’s importance o the

however,
clites.
national economy and periodically embarked on campaigns 1o holster the
sagging confidence of businessmen. These efforts convey, above all, the im-
pression ol political theater, spectacles that are notable less for their in-
tended eftects than for what they reveal about the relationship bhetween
the Ba'th and the private sector during this carly moment of Ba‘thist
rule. Lavniched o create the appearance of congiliation, they underscore
the tension between the Ba‘th’s core project of constructing a vadical pop-
wist regimie and s need w avoid an cconomic collapse that might place

35 The textof the final resolutions of the Sixth National Congress is upm(llu ed in Kinuel
S. Abu Jaber, The Arab Ba‘th Socialist Party: History, Ideology, and Chganizalion (Syracuse: Syracuse
Uniy ersity Press, 1966), pp. 167—74. Jahber's text is also the hasis for subsequent r(rh'r('nu\ 10
the resolutions.
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this project at risk. They highlight both the mechanisms through whj,
the business community struggled 1o retain a measure of influence oV
cconomic policy and the issues around which the business community m,
hilized. They also help to mark the narrowing boundaries of business inf] |
ence and the shifting balance of political and social power in the couny
One of several such “conciliatory” episodes occurred following the
lentsuppression of a coup attempt by Nasserist officers in July 1965 and ¢
subsequent consolidation of General Amin al-Haliz as head of the Natiop
Council o Revolutionary Comimnand (NCRC). Fecling 1hat the Ba‘th had
last secured some political breathing room—and hoping to engage busi
ness leaders in an anti-Nasserist coalition —Haliz invited a dialog with the
business community.* Business groups took advantage of the invitation
publicize their opposition (o the statist reorganization of Syria’s politic;
cconomy.” On August 1 the Damascus Chamber of Commerce issued a
detailed memorandum  criticizing the government's cconomic conduet
calling for the relaxation of exchange controls and the denationalization of
bartks and warning about the financial losses Syria would suffer should
FOVEITUTICIIL conlnue o intervene in private sector afairs. Hafiz met wil
the Damascus chambers shorily afterward, and according to reports put
lished in the party’s newspaper, Al-Ba'th, he used the meeting to affirm
pariy’s commitment to social change.™ Comparing the tribulations of
Ba'th to 1hose laced by the Prophet Muhammad in spreading the faith ¢
Islam, he expressed his belief that the Ba‘th would likewise prevail—
ments that could hardly have soothed the fears of his audience,
Ten days later, Hafiz, Bitar, and other cabinet ministers hosted a dele-
gation of soruc fifty businessmen from Aleppo. Despite securing sonie con-
cessions from Hafiz on a nwnber of minor issues, government rep
sentatives held firm on the larger questions of economic restructuring
Moreover, evidence suggests that businessmen involved in these discussio

56 According to Salaly al-Din Bitar, who surfaced yet again as prine minister after
July 1963 coup atempt, the regime now felt secure enough to trn its attention more fully
cconomic affairs (Damascus 1o Secretary of State, August 14, 1963, no. 138, RG50/4308,
Following this line, the new cabinet announced that its principal goal would be sociulist
farmation, rather than the pursiit of union with Egypt (Betz, “Conflict of Principle and Policy
2. 1385

%7. For example, a leading business journal that had soned down its editorial line
March 1963 published an unattributed article that quite openly reiterated private sector
cerus about the negative effects of nationalization on trade, production, and invesument.
“Une saine gestion du scecteur public en Syrie,” EFSPA, no. 70 (Qctober 1663). .

58. T. E. Bromley to Foreign Office, “Syrian Economic Sitmation,” August 19, 1963, PRO
FOg71 /1706135,

39. Betz, "Conllict of Principle and Policy,” p. 192,

40. Aleppo o Department of State, no, A-28, RG39 /5398
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fully appreciated the extent to which the regime’s radical-populist strategy
of state building had undermined possibilities for compromise. As one par-
gicipant in the August 22-2y meetings indicaled, 10 satisfy the concerns of
pusiness, the “Ba‘athi rulers . . . must now make importint concessions with
respect to their sacred dactrines of socialisin at the request of their worst en-
emies, the very capitalists and ‘separatists’ whoin they have so vigorously
and bitterly attacked. . . . [S]uch concessions will not be easily won in the
councils of the Ba‘th Party.”*! In other words, as early as July 1g6g, the
strategic tensions dividing the Ba'th and capitalists were simply too grear to
be overcome.

As a result. efforts to stabilize business-regime retations during the sum-
mer and fall of 1¢65 had scarcely any effect. With litde expectation of a
change in government policy, the business comumunity found no particular
reason to alter its behasvior. Capital {light continued ar a rapid pace, while
new investment ground 1o a halt. ™ By the end of the year, Syria was experi-
encing acute foreign cxchange shorualls, and the government began to
acknowledge publicly that the economy was in crisis. In carly January, the
government inwoduced a widespread austerity program that included an
increase in tariffs on luxury imports and additional protections for local
manufactured goods. Other measures soon followed. On January g the gov-
ernment introduced a system of ration cards for the purchase ol essential
goods, and on January 2g new restrictions tightened even further the al-
ready cxtensive regulations on the removal of foreign exchange from the
country.

Syrian capitalists and other opponents of the Ba‘th perceived the crisis as
a critical turning point. Mounting cvidence of Syria’s economic difficultics,
along with the impasition of new restrictions on foreign trade, proinpted
the Damascus Chamber of Commerce to present the government with a
formal demand for the rewrn 1o a “free economy,” along with 4 particu-
larly sirident attack on the Ba‘th's cconomic policies.* More significani,
cconamic conditions helped crystallize an opposition coalition among busi-
nessmen and Islamists. Beginning in lawe February 1964, business groups
and Islaimist militants, with some involvement of Nasserists as well, launched
4 nationwide series of protests, strikes, and riots that grew (o become the
most substantial challenge yet faced by the Ba'thist regime. !

41. Ibid.

42. U.S. Embassy estimates suggest capital outflows of more than £5200 million in March
and April 1964 alone (U.S. Embassy Damascus to Department of State, May 22, 1964, no. A-
354, RGyg/2685, NA).

43. Betz, “Canflict of Principle and Policy,” p. 26-;.

44- The tming of the uprising 1o coincide with the anniversary of the 1958 ution with
1"g'."pt is usually accorded considerable meaning. [ owever, the date seems o have hecnnore
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Like many such events, the immediate irigger for the “spring uprising® o
1904 wats a series of relatively minor incidents that were aggravated by the
government’s heavy-handed reacdon. Small-seale violence between [slamjs;'gj_
and Baathist students in the coastal city of Baniyvas in early Fcbruary W
followed by a commercial strike that shut down husiness activity in the
nearby city of Hloms, The government's response was immediate and harsh,
Within twenty-four hours a small group of businessmen identified by the
government as strike leaders had been arrested, Emergency military -
bunals sentenced (ive merchants to prison terms, stripped them of thej
civil rights, and banned them from residence in Homs for a period of five
years. Interior Minister Nur al-Din al-Atasi cast the events in Hloms as the
precursor 10 a “general country-wide husiness protest” against the regime
and promised o crack down on any further disturbances. ™ Governmen-
run newspapers struck asimilae chord, deseribing the strike as a "pld_t'
against the state.” Business leaders protested the government’s behavior
Lo President Haflz, but there are {ew indications that their gricvances were
addressed. 10

Following the events in Homs, regime oflicials once again took part in
a dialog with representatives of the business community, both public and
private, hoping to lessen the tensions between them. As during the pre-
vious fall, however, the regime’s modest attempts o conciliate the pri~4
vale sector must be read against its highly visible efforts 1o broaden popu-
lar support for its program of cconomic ransformation. In early March,
with the cconomy siill in crisis, Econamy Minisier George Tumeh gave a
national radio address supporting the nationalization of hbanks and blam-
ing capital {light and poor weather for the country’s economic problems.
In celebrations on March 8 marking the Ba‘r's fiest year in power, Presi-
dent Haliz gave a speech emphasizing the gains ol Syria’s populist transtor-

coincidental than planned. Danascus busitiessimen apparenly delayed their participation in
the uprising to avoid the impression that they were acting in support of Nasser (Damascus @
Secretary of State, February 25, 196.4. no. 570, RG5g/2686, NA). Rabinovich has compiled the
maost complete published account of the events; see Syria under the Ba‘th, pp. 109-17.

45. Damascus to Secretary of State, no. 570, RG50/2686. Sec also Arab Political Documents
(Beirut: Political Studies and Public Adminisuaton Department, American University, 1964):
p. 66.

40. Damascus to Secretary of State, February 27, 1964, no. 572, RG59/2686, NA. The meet=
ing was described in press accounts as a visit by Homs businessmen 1o show their support (o
the government in the wake of the stike. According to U.S. Embassy stafl, “Despite recent high=
lighting of grievances of business community and its potential for cansing government dillieul-
ties, we have definite impression regime believes it can cope with pressure from this quarlcl.'-'

47. For the text of his address, see George Tohme, “Exposé sur la sitnation &Sconomique
Syrienne,” EFSPA, no. 76 (April 1g6.4).
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mation.™ The regime’s public relations machinery churned out similar
messages, with no decline in the level of vitriol it leveled against the “reac-
tionary hourgeoisie.” ™

By early April, with little evidence of meaningtul government compro-
mise and with the constant airing by senior officials of deeply ‘dllli(?i&tp“ﬂlib‘[
rhetoric, business communities in major cities apain turned 1o active op-
position. Antigovernnient protests spread, becoming more violent. Once
again, opposition mobilized around an alliance ol business assoctations
and mosque-based religious networks, gencrating protests that combined
student demonstrations and riels with commercial strikes, In Hama, con-
frontations hetween high school stundents and security forces in mid-April
escalated into o near insurrection. Government forces scaled the city, -
posed a curlew, and sent woops into the old gquarter o put down protests.
Streer fighting culminated with the shelling by government wanks of the
city’s 1ain Sultan Mosque, killing between tenand Gfween people and caus-
g many injurics, Although the government offered 1o pay compensa-
tion to the funilies and subsidize the reconstruction of the city, italso made
clear its determination not to back down in securing its political hold over
the country or in nationalizing private sector assets. On Apnil 16, while
Hama was essentially under siege, the NCRC nationalized three major 1ox-
tile firms that were then subjected to the regime’s newly announced pro-
gram of worker sclf-management.® During a visit to TTama on April 18,
[afiz issued @ militry order extending the death penaliy (o those who com-
mitted actions against government [orces and property.

While Tlafiz was tonring Syria's strife-torm northern cities, comnmercial
strikes spread w Damascus. Large lines formed outside the few bakeries and
food shops that remained open, and military nnits ook up positions around
key communications centers. That day, the government anmounced the
nationalization ol two Damascus-based (lour mills. During an appearance
in [owns, Hafiz spent the day “cajoling and threatening the ‘bowrgeoisic™™

48. The speech is translated in Damascus 1o Secretary of State, Mareh 10, 1664, no. A-26q,
RG5q/2683, NA,

49. For one example, see The Finst Year of the Revolution: An Exposition of Achievemends
(Damascus: Ministry of Information, March 1964).

50. The government provided various justifications for the nationalizations, charging fac-
tory owners with smuggling their money out of Syria and having debis to the state that exceeded
their neminal capital. See Damascus to Department of State, May 12, 1964, no. A-159, RG5g/
768, NA. On worker self-management, see Arak Political Documents, 1964, pp. 194-35. By onc
account, one intent of the measure was 1o make clear the distinction between Egypt's approach
o ecconomic management, which the Syrian govermment derided as state capitalism, and Syria’s
commitment to "authentic” socialism. See [ De Buck, "Les nationalisations en Syvie,” Corre-
spondance d'Orient 7 (19635). p. 64.
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and reaffirming his determinati eviate fr Syria’s saciali !
g his determination not to deviate from Syria’s socialist trang.

forimation. Shops that took part in the strike, he threatened, would haye
their shutters forced open and their goods distributed 1o the poor,3! :

To U.s. diplomats in Syria, clearly sympathetic 1o the concerns of bisj-
ness, these events, and the Damascus strike in particular, represented “an

unusual show of guts and determination. As far as we can recall Damaseyg

has not witnessed similar strike in years. Over and above all causes for dis-
may ol "haves,” we have definite impression merchants and other govt op-
ponents heve and in other cides are thoroughly fed-up with familiar routine
of having conciliation sessions with govt leaders (ollowed by measures ad-
verse 1o their interests, . .. Regime's angry reaction—Hafez bei i
spokesman —has been to pr()n}]’isc p;riml;: I';olh the crushing(" :)fpt?:g%;siﬁil:g
and even heavier doses of socialisin . . . inciting class struggle with growing
fervor.™™

In the face of Hahiz's rurhlessness, busincssmen in provincial cities be-
gan to waver. In Damascus. merchants remained on sirike for the follow-
ing week. By this time, a number of leading prolessional associations had
joined the opposition. The Lawyers Association went on strike and pre-
S'(‘n[(?([ the governmeut with a petiton calling for the restoration of public
liberty, an end to the state of cmergency, and a return 1o democracy.® Sim-

tlar protests were submitted by the associations representing doctors and

engincers. While the opposition continued 1o grow, business leaders began
a serics of quict negotiations with the government. Unlike carlier such dis-
cussions, however, thelr demands had now escalared. They now called not
only lor cconomic reforms hut also for [ree elections and an end to one-
party government,

After several days of inconclusive talks, government 1roops began mov-
ing through Damascus smashing padlocks on shutiered storefronts and
posting guards to keep stores open. Reports circulated of widespread ar-
rests of business leaders, including those who had played a central role in
the business-government negotiations of April 25-28. On April 29 Hafiz
signed a military decree declaring that shopowners whose stores remained
sbuttered would have their inventories scized and their property national-
ized and would he wied before military counts. Anyone advocating contini-
ation ol the strike would be subject W court martial and the seizure of per=

sanal assers, Publication of this decrec, accompanied by clear evidence of

51. Damascus to Secretary of State, April 21, 1964, no. 720, RG59/2686, NA.

52. Ibid. The characterization in this dispatch of Hafiz as a hard-liner contradicts the argl=
ment by Rabinovich and others that he was among the Ba'th leaders who were more cancilia-
tory toward business interests.

53. Arab Political Documents, 1964, p. 155.

just compensation,”

Consolidating Populist Autharitarian Rule 187

rhe governmcnl's determination to enforce it, brought the “battle of the
shutters” in Damascus 10 a rapid end. Shops reopened, and a number of
pusiness leaders issucd an apology to the government, along with a denial
that their actions had been connected to events elsewhere in the country.

Significantly, the repression of business protests was not the only means
used by the government to consolidate its system of rule. Lven in the midst
of a severe political challenge, the Ba‘thist leadership remained attentive
(o issues of institution building. During the commercial strike and in the
face of rampant speculation about the regime's survival, President Hafiz
announced the completion of a provisional constitution. Included in the
document were a number of significant changes, some of which scemed de-
signed 1o blunt eriticism of the regime as antidemocratic but the majority of
which were clearly intended to broaden the regime’s social base and putin
place the institutional framework for a morc durable populist coalidon.™
These included the transformation of the NCRC into an executive Presi-
dency Council o be headed by General Haliz, as well as the creation of an
elected National Council as the country’s legislative authority. The National
Council would be composed of “its present members [that is, the NCRC] as
well as representatives (rom the popular sectors,” such as workers, peasants,
and women. And while the provisional constitution inchaded language that
alfirmed the protection of private property and required “just compensa-
tion” for nationalized property, it highliphted the public ownership of all
national resources, singled oult collective ownership as the basis of Syria’s
“socialist society,” and gave the state explicit entitlement o “nationalize by
law cvery institution or project relating to the general interest in retwrn for
b

Dy the end of April, the uprising of spring 1964 was over, In the course of
the nexto month, with the political situation firmly in hand, the regime's
rhetoric underwent a temporary shiftin wone ** Clemency was extended o
a number of those who ook part in opposition activities—in exchange for

54 I an interview in May 1965, Munif wl-Razzaz, then seeretary general of the natonal
command of the Ba'th, told a delegation of visiting British parliamentarians that “this council
would nat be a real Parliament. The party, industrial wrade unions and professional bodies
would send elected representatives, but the agriculural trade unions would only have nomi-
nated represeniatives, as the organisation of the agrl(:u'lmral labour had not yet heen com-
pleted. . . . [H]e admited that the purpose of the temporary arrangement was o keep the
minority Baath Socialist Party in power. He believed that this was right, and was in any case
an improverent on keeping a single man in power, as was the case in Jordan™ (T E. Evany o
Stewart, May 31, 1965, PRO, FOg71/180g25).

55. A complete translation of the provisional constintien is in Damascus to Secretary of
State, April 28, 1964, no. A-329, RG59/2685, NA.

56. The shift in tone was again highly uneven. Even while inviting claser cooperation with
busiuess, a large May Day demonstration in Damascus was marked by crowds of workers ¢hant-
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expressions of support [or the regime. A new cabinet was formed, opg
again with Salah al-Din Bitar as prime minister, which made a num,ber ‘;
overtures to the business community, On May 25 Bitur gave a niajor cco
nomic policy address that provided for an explicit division of economie [T)‘
hor between the private and public scctor, the creation of a new joint sei—
tor, and assurances that Syria’s sacialist transformation would happcu at ]
morc_grudual pace and would include room for the private sector to pla :
role¢.”” In November the Presidency Council aholished the Maral Law 'I')Ir"ia.l
bunals and National Security Courts that had been created in early 196
While the government's repressive measures werc immnediately respox?:
sible for the uprising’s swift collapse, the failure of Syria’s capitalists 1o
achicve meaningful political gains illustrates not only the dynamics of sociaj
change in Syria and the patterns of capitalists” mobilization but also the ex-
tentto which Ba'thist practices of state building had transformed the balance
of social powersince March 1963, They also call into question the dominant
narrative of these cvents as captured in the secondary literature. Without
c‘xc.ept.ion, this litcrature treats the uprising as evidence of the continuing
social power of Syria’s capitalists in the period alter the coup. In Rabino-
v%(:h’s words, the "Ba‘th had failed to realize how strong [the capitalists'] so-
cial power still was in 1964.” From this perspective, the critical accomplish-
ment of the uprising was to bring wbout a slowdown in the government's
(?I.?orts lo restructure the cconomy, a withdrawal from its more radical po-
litical commitments, and 4 move toward greater political inclusiveness.
L”X]’El{:;) T}TFTI C(?l‘l'r_(:.r_n'poc:z?r?'.obj,'f*r\.:ers. ilrlc'lllLlir?g lh.OSG bas‘cd in the US.
Em| » the uprising and 1ts altermarh did not constitnte evidence of cap-
tralists” social power. Rather, they were viewed as indicators of capitalists’ in-
crc?asing isolation from Syrian saciety and political ineptness, the increasing
saltence of populist discourses in Syrian politics, and, by implication, the
relative success of the Ba'th in establishing the credibility of its commitment
1o these ends, particularly among social groups that had previously been

e R e et e e . . -
|:15. Nationalize, Nationalize oh our National Council— factorics to the workers and lands to
the peasants™ (Damascus 1o Secretary of State E ) 7

o vl i .‘ cretary .oi State, May 12, 1 9“»_1- no. A-349, RG59/4055, NA).

r 5 7 Scholars of Syria have used this address 1o depict Bitar as an economic moderate, yet
these commiunents did litde to case the skepticism of capitalists, who dismissed them as mea-
ingless gestures. Aleppan businessmen reportedly were “thunder-struck™ that anyone might

T N 4 s I . . 1y 3. i 5
]p( l.tuu {In new Bitar government or its economic policies as moderate. “Most [businessmen |
believe Bitar cabinet was simply smoke sereen [to] pursue extremist policies”™ (Aleppo to Sec-
retary of St o - - o PR ;

elary th[.\u:'.‘]ur_l( 501904, no. 76, RG59,/767, NA). In fact, Bitar's policy statement was fol-

lowed by a wave of nationalizations. .
, 53. Rabinovich, Syriee under the Ba'th, pp- 112-13. See also Tabitha Petran, Syria (New Yark:
\[rfl'tlg(l[;m”" P 177 Abu Jaber, Avab Ba'th Socialist Party, pp. go—g1; Jean Hannoyer and
. }c_ ¢ S .uml,‘l:m.h! ce’r.'e‘urpuf’)e’u;m industriel en Syrie (Beirue CERMOC, 1979}, p. 10; and Betd,
Conflict of Principle and Policy,” pp. 288~84q.
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excluded. One assessment of the uprising from a U.S, diplomat noted the
inability of capitalists to look beyond their own interests long enough to
sustain an alliance of opposition forces, Observing that the “most potent”
source of antregime mobilization was the Ba‘th’s “disregard and contempt
for Islamn,” this assessment added that “as merchants’ strikes progressed,
religious issue tended 1o fade what with careful avoidance by [the gov-
ernment] of further provocation and with surprisingly narrow minded
and shorsighted concentration of business clements on [their| own special
gricvances withoul refercnce 1o or apparent concern tor social progress
and change.”™ A sccond report, from a British diplomat, conchuded that
“the days of private euterprise in Syria are past. The wind of change in the
region is moving toward State control, aud I caunot believe that, even
should it enjoy a brief return to power, private enterprise will ever again be
the dominant influence in Syrian economic development,”

Seen in this light, the spring uprising stands out as a defining moment in
the dyaamic of govermmneni-capitalist relations in Syria during the ecarly
peried of Ba'thist state building. Viewed by many Syrians as a critical test of
the Ba‘th's power and support, both within the military and among the pop-
ulation at large, its outcome marks a turning point in the consolidation of
the Ba‘th’s populist authoritarian system of rule. The confrontation cx-
poscd severe cracks inthe soctal ane political power of capitalists, It also
cemented the regime’s determination 10 organize its system of rule avound
arepressive, exclusionary, and inereasingly radical populist coalition, Ba'th-
ist elites did exhibit a willingness (o make cosmetic compromiscs in re-
sponse o the concerns of the private sector, At the same time, hhowever, they
contimned to restructure the Syrian cconomy and accclerated their efforis
to constrnet populist institntions such as the National Council. Indeced,
the Ba‘th's response to cconomic crisis, capital (light, and evidence of the
cconamy's continuing reliance on the private seclor was nol compromise
and conciliation hut increasing state control over economic resources, the
strengthening of Ba'thise political institutions, and a {urther sharpening of
its radical populist identity.

Beginning in carly January 1965, the regime announced a sevics of ex-
tensive “socialist decrees” that brought the bulk of large and midsized in-
dustry in Syria under government control. During the course of the month,
some (wenty-two Hrms were fully nationalized, including a nuinber of those
in which the governmmetit already held a minority share; an additional
twenty-four finms were nattonalized go percent; and sixtv-one firms were

54 Damascus 1o Secretary of Stute, May 1, 1964, no. 747, RG50/2686, NA,
6o. T. E. Bramley to Foreign Office, “Syria’s Economic Future,” May 12, 1964, PRO,FOy71/
17586q.
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nationalized 75 percent,” Boards of these firms were dissolved and a8
placed with dircctors selected hy the government, according to the worker .
sclf-management guidelines approved in May 1g6.4. Sharp warnings from
the regime against opposition accompanied the decrees, New military trj.
bunals were established o hack up these threats and enforce compliance
with nationalization measures, To underscore the populist dimensions of
the decrees, peasants and workers were transported 1o Damascus for pro-
government demonstrtions,

The government's initiatives continued throughout the spring. In mid-
February, thirty-nine import-export firms were nationalized and placed u ._
der the authority of SIMEX, the state-owned import-export organization.s:
Along with a list of commodities over which SIMEX was given a trade mo-
napoly, the government emphasized that businessmen caught “hoarding or
smuggling food items” wauld receive severe punishments, including life
imprisonment and possibly the death penaliy. In early March, oil and fuel
distribution firms, including foreign-owned firms, were nationalized and
reorganized under the authorivy of the General Petroleum Authoriy.® On
May 4, the government nationalized filty-seven couon-ginning factories,:
“the last plants of the madern industrial sector still in private hands,” and
shifted responsibility for the export of wheat. caton, barley, and their by-
products to the Government Cereals Office and a newly formed Cotton
AMarketing Authorily, a move “crucial to Syria since well over half its foreign
exchange is generated from their sale.”® Within months. the government
also established the General Organization for the Public Industrial Sector
and the General Organization for Cereals and Flour Mills, which, along with
SIMEX and the Cotton Marketing Authority, created the administrative in-
frasuructure to man age state-owned enterprises. :

The socialist decrees and extensive measures that followed left important
areas of economic activity in the hands of the private sector—including
thousands of small, workshop-based, light manufacturing enterprises, lows

L

01, Etudes surle secteur prublic industriel vn Ripublique Arabe Syrienne (Damascus: Office Arabe
de Presse et de Documentation, 1969), p. 1. See also Betz, “Conflict of Principle and Policy”
PP 329-40. and Munir al-Hamish, Tatawwur al-igtisad al-Suri al-hadith [Development of the
wodern Syrian economy] (Damascus: Dar al-Jalil, 1983, pp. 287-89. ‘

2. SIMEX was created in Jate 1963 but was largely inactive until carly 1965. The first
director of SIMEX was a graduate of the Wharton School of Business, Mohammad al-Shash.
LS. diplomats believed that he disagreed with “the philosophy of state trading by virtue of his
Wharton School uaining” (Damascus 1o Department of State, Jantary 19, 1965, no. A-220.
RGr9/768, NA). Perhaps not surprisingly, Shash was soon replaced by a new director, Saleh
Dabbagh, who greatly expanced the scope and authority of the arganizaton.

63. Betz, “Conflict of Principle and Policy,” pp. 339-40.

liq. Ibid. The foreign-owned petroleum firms included Esso, Shell, and Socony.

G5 Aleppo w Department of State, no. A-go5, May 21, 1965, RGg/768, NA.
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level trading firms, retail wrade, and residential construction—but it gave
the state ownership of virtually three-quarters of the Syrian cconomy. in-
cluding full control over critical industnal sectors such as textiles and agri-
cultural processing. as well as a majority of the industrial labor force. And
while the decrees briefly reenergized an alliance of business-Islamist oppo-
sition, the government kept the upper hand throughout. By recourse to the
same kind of drastic measures as those waken the previous April, business
unrest was soon quashed, and Syrian capitalisis began bitterly wo adjust to
their new circumstances,

These watershed events in the reorganization of Syria’s political economy
prompted 4 recvaluation of the Ba'thist government by the U.S, Embassy,
which concluded that January 163 would stand out as the “date when point
of no return from full fledged socialism was reached.” While carefully dis-
tinguishing hewween the Ba'thist state and "orthodox” cominunist states, the
repart conclided that the Ba'th had successfully “hroken the back of the
rightist resistance” and that “a truly revolutionary situation exists in Syria.”
Distinguishing the current government from its predecessors, the assess-
ment emphasized that “this regime has the will, the determination, and the
organized strength 1o break with tradition and custom in all fields of Syrian
endeavor.”® One month later, during celebrations marking the second
anniversary of the March 8 coup, a further evaluation called attention to the
Ba‘th's growing popular support among younger Syrians. The document
noted that public participation in anniversary celebrations was larger than
any siimilar event during the secessionist period aned larger cven than the
crowds that greeted President Nasser during his February 1991 trip to Syria.
I observed an unsettling similarity bewween Ialy of the 1geos and Germany
of the 19g0s in the “aggressive” behavior of young men “conducting them-
selves as if future and state obviously theirs,” Reminding readers in Wash-
ington that a majority of Syrians remained anid-Ba‘thist, it nonetheless
considered the strong growth i the regime’s social base as “"somewhat
mivaculous” given its position just two years earlier.®”

The structural and msttational consequences ol the period between
April 1961 and January 1965 certainly justified the description of revolu-
tonary. There wauld be [urther changes in the organization of the public
sector over the next several years as various Ba'thist governments struggled
o find-an cfective formula for managing the vast new assets they now con-
trolled, Additional firms would be natianalized; others would be returned
W their former owners. Yet with the 1965 decrees, the populist ransfor-
mation of Syria's cconomy was essentially complete. In sharp conwast 10 the

6. Damascus to Secretary of State, February 1.y, 1965, no. 500, RG3g/2683, NA.
7. Damascus to Departiment of State, Mach 10, 1985, no. 636, RG3y /2685, NA,
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experienee of 1gb, when a previous ¢llore o reoragamize Syria’s political
ceonomy hroughtabount the collapse of the United Avah Republic, the Bil{h
succeeded i iniposing tiese changes on o resisian private sector. Cham.
hers of Conunerce aned Inctustry continued 1o submil memoranda to the
govenumen demanding liberalizaton.™ Merchams and Islamists wortld
again mownga series of commercial sirikes in May 1967, hu thesc woo would
quickly be suppressed. The balance of social power in Syria had decisively
Been recast. ' y

Despite these political gaius, the public secror did not cinerge overnighe
as the engine of Sytian coconomic development. Notwithstanding the ji-
pressive goals establishied Tov the public sector in both the first and second
five-year plans {166 1=075 and 1966 -70), the private sector remained the
nujor contributen 1o Syria’s cconomic arowth formaost ol the decade, D
ing the inial plin—and keeping in mind that the bulk of nationalizations
ook place near 1the end of the plan peviod—ithe public sector failed to
meet s investent larget by almost 50 poercent. Ul private sector, on the
other hand, accounted for 141 pereent of s Planned ivesunent, ™ During
the second plan period, the public sector again failed 1o meet its invest-
ment targess, but the private sector's share of 1o1al investment plunmeted
from almost 7o percentin 1963 and 196.4 L0 47 pereent the next vear, drop-
Ping Lo alow of 1g percent in 167,70 Although government statistics are
notentirely reliable, it seems likely that the public sector did not contribute
more Lthan half of fixed capital formaion wil the ke 1960s at best. Thus,
while the rhetorie of racdical anticapilalisig, t'(‘\’(')llll'lf)ll)‘;'ln(l class conflict
was useful tor the mobilization of populist soccial aroups and the consolida-
o of the regime politically, the Ba'th's reorganizuion ol Syria's cconomy
was not motivaled by an intent o climitate warkels or construct a Soviet-
sivie commund ceonomy.

Rearganizing Syrian Agriculture

Reorganizing Syrias political cconomy involved not only nationalizations
and an increased reliance on ceneral planning but significant shifts in the

G8. Forthe text ot one such memorandum, prepared by the Aleppo Channbicr of Commeree
an the occasion of Salah al-13in Bitar's final appointment as prime minister, wee LS, Winehes-
wi o [LoYoSanders, February 12, 1966, PRO, FO371,/18601 7.

Gy, Ziad Keilany, “Econemic Planning in Swia, 19601465 An Evahuion,” Journal af
Develaping Areas 4 (April 1970), pp. 461-74. -

7o, Eliahw Kanovsky, deonamic e velofmient of Syrea (Tel Aviv: Uinversive Publishing Prajects,
1977). p- 12 '
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prulerns of agrarvian reform as well, La‘thist pnli('ivs in this arena, as m ath-
ers, reflected o concern with the formation of institutional mrangements
responsive 1o hoth the populist and rranstormational norms that defined it
hroader political outlook. They also rellected an nnderstanding of the n-
portance of the agrarian sector for the Ba'ith's project of building and con-
trolhng a populist social coudirion.

Alter 196+, party activists went to considerable lengths wo link agrarian re-
form to the process of state formation. No less w figure than Zaki al-Avsuzi,
a colounder of the Ba'th Party along with Michel Aflaq and Salah al-Dhin
Bitar, published an article in the journal of the Syrian army, Al-Jundi, in
which be sought w legitituate agrarian refonon in wros of social nansfor-
matian and state building, rather than the more familiar notions of social
canity and ceonomic rationalily, “Some people,” Arsozi wrote, “imagine
that the reason for imitng agricnltural ownership is primarily economic.”
“Fundamcnally,” however, “the goal .. . is a politica) one.” The core pur-
pose of land reform, Arsuzi argued, was “the over-riding need 1o liberate
75 pereent of the Syrian population and 1w prepare them 1o he citizens
qualilied 1o partcipate in the building of the state,” Stmilar views were ex-
pressed by high-ranking Ba'th politicians such as Tilal Raslan, who served
au thie time as governor of Aleppo Province.”

Since the cdarly 19508, agrarian reform in Syria had heen designed o in-
crease e arnount of private property held by small-scale farmers. What dis-
tingnished agrarian reform after 1663 is a growing emplasis on rural co-
operarives and newly estahlished agricultural collectives as the organizing
frameworks for agricultural production. Land reform under the Ba'th wag
recast s 1 process designed not only to vedistribuie fand bat also o re-
structire agricultural propevy nglits, centralize agricalural prodoction,
and insert the state as a central actor in the agriculural coonowmy. This shift
was evident in the increasing allocation of state resources toward these endls,
as well as the growing relianee on Tand reformn as @ means for the reorgani-
sation of agricultural producers.”

Agricuhural cooperatives were first established in Syria in the 1950s.
Their numbers increased more quickly during the United Avab Republic
period but showed negligible growth during the sccessionist period that

71. Long excerpts trom the article are ranstaed i Lionascns o Departnent of State,
Ocober 14, 1904, no. A-1zz, RG55/49308, Nb. On this point in general, see Ravmand A
Mimmebusch, “Party and Peasantin Swria,” Carro Papers in Social Saence 3, no, 1 (November 1979).

72. See Bichara Khader, “Suuctures et rélorme agraires en Syrie,” Maghreh-Mackeek 05 (Sep-
lember—October 1974), pp. 45-55, and Francoise Metal, “Le monde rural syrien a l'ere de
réfarmes (1958=-1978)." in La Syrie d 'wujourd i, ed. André Raymond (Paris: Cenire Nutional
de la Recherche Scientifique, 1980), 1 27—z,
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. ‘ . . Murdiriya al-insa’, a/-Ma
Note: Data on cooperatives affiliated with both the Ministry of Agrarian Ret

Deir al-Zor

Suwayda
Der‘a
Qunaitra

Damascus
Homs
Tolals

Idlib
Aleppa

Table 15. Number of cooperatives formed in Syria by provinge, 1 960-1966

Province
Hama
Al-Rakka
Al-Hasaka

Latakia
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followed. After March 1964, however, the cooperative underwent unpre-
cedented expansion, 4 process that has continued essentially to the mid-
19gos, By the carly 1g70s, the number of agricultural cooperatves in Syria
had growm from about 500 in 1964 10 almost 1,600, with 134,000 mem-
hers.™ By 19g35, there were more than 5,100 cooperatives, covering almaost
2.5 million hectares and involving more than 800,000 peasants, of whom
some 84,000 were women.”! Cooperatives were supplemented by peasants
associations, and by 170 more than twelve hundred associations had been
established, with more than one million members. In addition, the first
snutll-scale collective state farms were formed i the Ghouta just outside
Damascus in 1965, later expanding 1o other regions. By the ¢nd of the de-
cade they covered some 250,000 hectares.”
Underlying these changes were a series ol government regulations and
incentives supporung the restructuring of agricultural production. These
included a requirement inwroduced in the June 1963 agrarian reform law
that peasants receiving expropriied land must be mermnbers ol cooperatives
or collectives. Financial facilities for cooperatives were strengthened in
1006 when the Agriculuural Bank was reorganized as the Bank for Agricul-
tiral Coaperatives, In late 1967, a decree authorized the establishment of
the General Federation of Agricultural Cooperatives to centralize the ad-
ministration of this increasingly important sector of the rural economy. In
acddition, cooperatives that originally provided rather limited services to
members gracdually expanded their roles, becomming the central context {or
stale interventions ranging from participation in training courses o advice
an crop management, the provision of credit, and access to equipment,™
As this sumitary suggests, Syria's agricultural sector became much more
decply enmeshed during the 1gfos within a nemwork of institational ar-
rangemients that were not only producton oriented but also explicitly in-
tended to reorganize relations between peasants and the state. Even though
thie vast inajority of land continued 10 be privately held, the nationalizauon
of muarketing, supply, distribution, credn, processing of crops, and other
functions on which the agriculiural ecanomy depended meant that the

Office Arabe de Presse et de Documentation, “Agricultiwre in thie Svrian Arab Republic”

IS
(Damascus, n.d.). p. 3.

74 Nuji As'ud, “Cooperative Sodieties’ Achievements Reviewed.” Tashreen, Decomber vy,
1996, p. 3.

75 By far the most detailed study of agrarian reforim in Syrin atihe Tocal levelis Anne-Marie
Bianquis, Lo réforme agraire dans la ghouta de Damas (Damascus: Institut Frangais de Damas,
198g).

76. See A Filonik, Sa‘ubal @l-zira‘tya al-Suriya al-haditha (Problems in modern Syrian agri-

culture) {Damascus: Dar al-jumhuriya lil-tiba‘a, 1987), pp. g4-125. A survey of the coopera-
e movement is also contained in Muanir al-Feowish, Tatauwwur al-iglisad al-Suri. pp. 184-94.
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clects of the Ba'th's restructuring were felt far throughout the agricultura}
economy. Moreover, as I discuss in the next section, the Ba‘th's emphasis opy
reorganizing agricultural producers was only part of a inuch broader strag.
cay for reshaping Syrian society along populist lines.

Popular Institutions and the Rearganization of Syrian Sociely

Alongside its efforts (o restructure the state and the economy, the Ba‘th un-
dertook an equally amhitious drive (o reorganize Syrian society. Within the
first year loltowing the March 8 coup, Ba'thist lcaders began (o reshape
structures of interest representation to put in place the institutional frame-
works needed to mohilize a populist political coalition and permit the more
intensive forms of intervention and control that were central to the cone
solidation of & populist authoritarian system of rule. Over the course of
the next several years, and particularly in the period following the Febru-
ary 1966 coup, Ba'thist elites would develop a full-blown state-corporatist
apparatus, cncompassing not only exisung professional associations, youth
groups, and trade unions but also a large number of newly formed “popu-
lar organizations,” political structures such as the Narional Council, and
paramilitary groups such as the National Guard and Workers' Militias. In
this domain as in others, however, Ba‘thist elites had available to them and
made ready use of a substantial body of legal precedent, established norms,
and prior experience. They relied heavily on well-worn corporatist tech-
niques of social management couched in the same mix of populist and
Lemnist discourses that served to justify their policies more generally.

The iniual argets of Ba‘thist restructuring were workers and peasants,
the two core “pillars” of the new socialist society (with students, intellectuals,
and the army representing three addilional “pillars”). Both groups were
seen as critical elements of the Ba'th's populist coalition, yet both were
pereeived, for dillerent reasans, as problematic sources of support. Labor
unions had bren thoroughly reorganized as a result of the 195¢ labor [aw,
had lost acdditional autoriomy as a result of legislation passed during the
secessionist period, and had been virtually purged of communist mem-
bers. The initial impulse of the regime was 1o view workers as natural al-
lics, strengthen the independence of the unions, and accord workers a
meaningful role in support of its hroader praject of social transformation.
For militant activists within the Ba‘th, union organizations and publica-
tions were useful instruments for lobhying the party to move in more radi-
cal directions,

Al the same tme, unions were understood (o be, at least potentially, po-
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litically unreliable. They remained sites of strong support for the Nasserist
opposition and, to a smaller degree, for the Syrian Communist Paroy.

Inions stood out as having the capacity to make organized demands on the
government and to mobilize challenges to the hegemony of Ba'thist power.
The key concern shaping Ba‘thist policies toward labor, therefore, was how
to ransform a highly mobilized political force into a tractable instrument of
the regime, while ensuring that the governinent retained the capacity to
keep unions under control. After an initial period in which engagement
seemed to outweigh control in the Ba'th's relatdons with labor, the empha-
sis settled firmly in the other direction, rendering labor a passive and polit-
ically demobilized but stable source of resime support.

Peasants were also scen as logical, indeed necessary allies of the regime,
given the rural origing of the emerging generation of Ba‘thist elites. Yet a
large majority of peasants remained politically inactive. Others were re-
sponsive o the Istamnist-sectarian critique of the Ba‘th, whereas beneficia-
ries of land reform under the UAR. were inclined to support the Nasserist
opposition. Moreover, the postsecession split between Akram al-Hawrani's
Arab Socialist Party and the Ba‘th had cost the latter one of its most potent
political entrepreneurs, a man who had been particularly effective in gen-
crating support among the rural poor. In contrast 1o labor, thereflore, the
Ba'th's peasant "problemn” revolved around strategies for transferring the
political loyaltics of peasants to the party, raising their levels of political mo-
bilization, and carefully managing their incorporation into the political
arena,

Controlling Workers

Ba“thist efforts to engage the labor movement in Syria began in carnest
only in late 1664, when the NCRC circulated preliminary versions af a law
intended to restore to labor rights it lost during the secessionist period. Pro-
mulgated in February 1664, the new law was widely viewed as broadening

the authority and autonomy of labor unions. It restored the principle of

leadership hy election rather than appointment, called for new elections to
be held within six months, and provided modest protections for unions
against some forms of state interference.”™ As in the past, however, thesce
gains were offset by the continuation of the corporatist controls established
alinost twenty vears carlier in the Uniform Labor Code ol 1946, And the
Ba'th proved no less willing than its predecessors 1o use its authority to re-

77 Asummiary of the decree’s provisions is included in 1S, Embassy Damascus to Sceretary

of State, March 24, 1964, no. A-283, RGgg/1 427, NA.
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press labor activism. During the spring uprising ol 1g6.4, lor example,
threatened strike by the tweny-thousand-member Syrian Teachers' Uniap
led to the dismissal of the union'’s executive conneils and the appointmen;
of provisional councils macde up of party loyalists.™ In late August 1964, the
six-month interim period before elections was extended for an ad‘ditio;ml
six months, a delay intended 10 permit the Ba‘th o Iwing the General Feg-
eration of Trade Unions under iis complete contrel,™ During this interyal
a new boar(.l wus appointed, made up largely of individuals with no prim:
c.-:lx’[)cf'u'll(m“ mn the lahor movemeni. The regime also undertook a reorga-
nization of the Ministry of Labor and Social Affairs. In early October 1964,
Amin al-Hafiz (now serving as prime minister) appointed veteran |i-1b()r
leader *Ali Taljabini as his minister of Lsbor and sociul affairs.® In January
1965, just as the government was launching its sweeping 11:1l_i()n;;limlitm
measures, Taljabini oversaw a major purge ol his senion siall, resulting in the
dismissal or nunsivr of alinost ninety ministry officials. “These changes,”
one observer noted, “fita parern in that they strengthen the control of the
Ministry and its officials, and hence the Ba‘th party, over the people they
hope o organtze. Enthusiasm for e goals and programs of Ba‘th socialism
was apparently more important in the personnel reshuflling than technical
competence,"™

Immediately following his appointment, Taljabini began a high-profile
round of speeches, factory visits, and other events on behalf of Ba‘thist can-
didates in the upcoming elections, His efforts had litde effect, however, and
Ba‘thist candidates were soundly defeated in the first round of voting. On
February 11, 1965, elections were held Tor the mcmbership of the Damas-
cus Spinning and Weaving Uniion, whicli Lizid about twelve thousand mem-
bers and nine thousand eligible voters. With about eighty thousand indus-

78 These incidents were wrapped up with 1he waves of social unrest that preceded the
spring 1964 uprising discussed above. U.S. Embassy reports indicate that the regime's willing-
ness wact reflected its perception of the need to ensure loyaly among edacators responsible
for training Syrian youth (L5, Fmbasw Damascus 1o Secretary of State, April 6, 1964, Embtel
61w, RGrg /2686, NA).

76 Tnnspring 1964, Ba'thist militou Khalid al-Hakim was appointed president of the GETT
ITe used his position 1o transform the federation into a source of pressure on the regime from
1be Jeft. Bitar and others in the parey were unwilling te hold union elections while 1Takin was
1 charge of the GFTUL

8o. Taljabini had most recently served as president of the Syndicate of Railway Workers
bt had been involved in national-level union affairs since the late Lg5os. He was ln-r;m-nu‘d as
aanodel for the Ba'thist worker-hureancrat, and much was made of his relative lack of formal
education and his persopal modesty (Damascus (o Department of State, October 12, 1964,
no. A=z, RG5g/2685, NA; fanuary 8, 1965, no. A-215, RG50/1 528, NA; and January 27. 1905
no. A-2498, RGRG/1528, NA.

S1. Damascus to Department of State, no. A-ug¥, RGau/10q08,
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winl workers belonging to unions nationwide, the Damascus local was one
ol 1he largest and most powerful in the country, By a majority of well over
{four 1o ene (seven rhousand 1o cighteen hundred), members voted inoa
pro-i Jasserist slite opposed by the government, defeating the handpicked
candidates of the ministey. ™

Defeated candidates appealed o the government to annul the election
results, but Taljabint and Hafiz hoth refised, Rather than overturn such a
powerful expression of worker dissent, Taljabini quickly altered his strategy
aricl ook more agaressive measures 1o ensure that election results elsewhere
in the country would turm out more favorably for the regime. In Aleppo,
Latakia, and other cities, Nasserist candidaes were subsequently defeated
through a comhination of police intimidation and fraud, resulting in a clean
sweep for Ba'thist candidates in elections for the local councils of govern-
utent workers unions, port workers (a Nasserist-lcaning local in Latakia),
hank cinployees, employeces of the tobacco monopoly, electric utility work-
crs, g others.

At the regional and national level, controb of wmorn leadership was rein-
forced by an amendment to the selection procedures for union oflicers
which preceded the February clections. In late January, the government
changed requirements such that officials needed only to be “representa-
tives” of local unions rather than their clected officials, which left open the
possibility that union offlicers could he appointed ar will by the Ministry of
Lahor and Social Affairs. Putting its newly established powers into eflect
once regional clections had been complewed, the ministey announced the
formation of a new executive conunittee of the GFTU and named Khalid
al-Jundi, a senior Ba‘thist associated with the militant wing of the party, as
provisional president. Iis position was narrowly ratified through elections
in April,

For all intens and purposes, these measures completed the corporatist
integration of the labor movement into the Ba'tl's system of rule as a sub-
ordinate and responsive element of its ruling coalition. During the course
of the following vear, Jundi worked 10 broaden the role of the GFTU in such
areas as workers' education and training and the settlement of worker gricy-

Hu Diimascus o Department of State, February 12, 1665, no. A-261, RGgg/1927, NA
Officers from the U.S. Enibassy were among a mamber of diplomatic missions invited to observe
the Damascus clections. The US. observers roncluded that because all candidates supported
the Ba'th's economic programs, the election resulis should be seen as “an interesting mica-
sure of antipathy 1o the Ba'thi regime from workers who generally approve its socialistic pro-
grams.” The clections could not be taken to mean that the regime had lost control but that
much work remained to be done “before lalwor can be counted on as an effective instrument of

Ba‘thi socialism.”
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ances and in particular as a source of pressure within the Hafiz-Biar EOV-
ernment for the radicalization of social policy. This is not o suggest thay
:lw. union moverent had been completely neuwralized. Toward the end of
1965, bank employees unions succeeded in sceuring financial concessions
from the government {ollowing a strike, labor disputes would continue o
break out from time to time. and intraparty contlicts would routinely spill
over into the arena of union-govermment or GFTU-local relations, leadin
to Taljabini’s dismissal (ollowing the coup of February 23, 1966, and Jundi’s
ouster a year later.

Overall, however, (rom spring 1965 forward, the thrust of government
cellors toward the labor movement concernced measures o deepen and
consolidate its multiple roles as an instrument of reginie control among
workers, as the central forum for the management of labor participation
in the cconomy, and as 4 mechanism of political pressure, even organized
violence, thal the regime could deploy against its adversaries. As the re-
gime's hold on the labor movement became more secure, it gradually re-
storeel the electoral prerogatives ol workers within the labor movement;
created a Workers' Burcau under the Ministry of Labor and Social Affairs to
‘rationalize” administrative relations between ditferent levels of the orga-
nization and between the GFTU and the government; and formalized the
role of anions in political education with the establishment in 1968 of a
national network of workers institutes.™ Since the formation in 1965 of the
National Revolutionary Council, workers had been guaranteed representa-
tion within national political institutions. With the passage of a local gov-
crnment law in June 1971-—a bill that was drafted in 1967 and widely dis-
cussed over the following year—workers were among the popular groups
that were required to make up at least 6o percent of popular councils at the
local level, along with craflworkers, low-income carners, and peasants.

Incorporaling Peasants

The integration of Syria’s peasants into the Ba‘thist system of rule followed
much the same trajectory as outlined here for labor, but with some signi-
ficant differences. Workers had a much deeper history of organization and
political mobilization before the coup of March 8 and were the subjects of

83, The Ministry of Labor and Social Affairs issued a measure stipulating the election,
tather than appointment, of workers' representatives 1o company boards in spring 19066, and
in June 1968 the basic labor law was revised to provide for, among other changes, either direct
v indirect election to all provincial and national governing boards. Unions were rcurg:\uizt‘d
according to this law in July 1968, and in September, a legislative decree was passed defining
and regulating the responsibilities of union members and officials.
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4 dense array of organizational structures at the domestic, regional, and in-
ternational levels. Although rural society was hardly bereft of institutions, it
was much less integrated than labor into the political arena. These circum-
stances left the Ba‘th with the triple task of creating new, politically reliable
institutions for the mobilization and management of peasants at the na-
yional leve); centralizing existing local-level institutions to bring thern more
{irmly under the regime’s control; and neutralizing or removing from exist-
ing institutions those whom the Ba‘th perceived o be antagonistic toward
i1s project of social restructuring. These tasks were complicated by the rela-
tive lack of support for the Ba‘th among peasants in general, a condition
that had become more acute following Akram al-Hawrani's withdrawal from
the prarty.

The government's response was to construct & laborlike, national peas-
ants organization, establishing the General Peasants’ Union (GPU) in De-
cember 1964, The GPU was explicitly modeled along the pyramidal and
hicrarchic lines of the GFTU, was administered according to similar proce-
dures, and became the GFTU's counterpart as the umbrella organization
representing village-level and regional affiliates.™ Following an extended
period of “preparatory work”—essentially purging unreliable peasant offi-
cials around the country and replacing them with Ba‘th loyalists—the first
national congress of the GPU was held ip Damascus i late September 1g65.
According to Rabinovich, who cites internal memoranda of the organiza-
tion, the presence of prereform rural elites within local peasant organiza-
rions during this preparatory period compclled the Ba‘th to "abandon cven
the semblance of peasant control of the union” and to ¢nsure that party
supporters were appointed as interim leaders of provincial and national
GPU councils.® By the time planning got under way {or the sccond national
congress, however, sufficient control had been established to permii the
clection of GPU leadership at these levels of the organization, Elections
were held in April, and the second GPU congress convened in lare July.

As the GPU became consolidated it underwent a process of role expan-
ston and administrative reorganization similar to the GFTU, iaking on po-
litical training functions like those provided by the GFTU for workers. By

84. As noted above, Depuly Minister of Tabor and Social Affairs Dr. Adnan Shurnan was
credited with bringing about the creation of the GPU. Shuman had been a graduate student in
the United States and told U.S. Embassy officials that he had modeled the GI'U after the farm-
ers organizations he studied there, notably the National Farm Burean. Sec Damascus o De-
partment of State, January 8, 1964, no. A-21 5, RG50/1328, NA. For the text ol the charter cre-
ating the GI'U, see “Watha'iq: Al-Itihad al-%am lil-fallabin i Suriya (Documents: The general
peasants’ union in Syria), Dirasad ‘Arabiya 2, no. 10 (ighz) pp. gy-111.

85. Rabinovich, Syrig under the Ba'th, p. 175.
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1.hc' end ol the decade, the GPU counted some 1,650 village-level A$50CiR~
tuons made up of 120,000 members, 32 district-level associations, and g
regional federation in all 13 provinces of the country. Although these mepy-
bership figures reflect impressive growth over a period of five years, the
still represented a minority of agricultural labor. Nonetheless, regime Slate)-’
merts at the time of the 170 congress of the CPU emphasize its satisfaction
wuh‘ the success of |l-m Peasants’ Union in linking the regime to rural pop-
ulations and in serving as a vchicle for the downward communication of
government policy.®°

Peasants and workers werce hardly the only social groups subject (o the
organizational processes recounted here. The Ba‘th established similar
kinds of pyramidal structures for other “pillars of Syria’s socialist sociery,”
including women, crafiworkers, low-income carners, “revolutionary )‘outh’"
(Shabibat al-Ba'th), and swudents, although e post—February 1966 regime
had a harder time consolidating its grip over student affairs than it did in
other arcas. Professional associations, including those representing jour-
nalists, lawyers, engineers, doctors, businessmen, and others, were also sub-
Jected to growing levels of government intervention and control, though
they retained a somewhat greater degree of independence than the na-
lio:yal federations and occasionally organized low-level protests against the
regime.,

What is most striking, however, is the collective impact of the changes
brought about by the Ba‘th 1 the organization of Syrian society and in re-
lations between individuals and the state. Within a relatively short span of
time, and drawing heavily on the endowment of institutional praclices and
forms it inherited from its predecessors, the Ba‘th radically transformed the
organizational landscape of Syrian society. Beiween L6y and 1970, it cre-
ated and was able to consolidate a wide range of new institutional frame-
works tor the integration of citizen and regime, weaving a variety of officially
controlled organizational networks into an overarching populist authori-
tarian system of rule, -

Successful Authoritarianism

Consolidation, of course, should 1ot be misinterpreted as leading inevitably
to high levels of institutional eflicacy. Migdal and others have provided am-

86. Danicl Dishon, v, AMiddle East Record, 1909—1970, vol. 5 (Tel Aviv: Israel University
Fress, 1977), p. 1167 [Tinnebusch’s work provides the most complete available account of
peasant-state relations during later pediods, especially the 1970s through the mid-1g8os. See
“Party and Peasant in Syria” and the more detailed stady in Peasant and Bureaurracy.
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ple warning about the risk of confusing the presence of expansive state
structures with a high degree of state capacity.®” Certainly, Ba‘thist institu-
tions were plagucd by the many inefficiencies common to peripheral, late-
cdeveleping, posteolonial states—though 10 the extent their task was to sta-
hilize Ba'thist rale, it can be argued that they were indeed effective. Such
cattions are important, yet they must also be placed in the context of what
the Ba'th accomplished during its first six years in power. From its begin-
nings as a “small. secretive, and conspiracy-minded” group of coup makers,
despite its deeply volatile and conflict-ridden early vears in power, the lead-
ership of the Ba‘th successfully implemented the most sweeping transfor-
mation of Syrian politics, society, and cconomy in the history of the twenti-
cth centary, ™

After Syria's defeat in the June 1967 war, the Ba'thist political elite be-
came increasingly entangled in a power struggle pitting a military faction
headed by General Hafiz al-Asad against the ruling civilian faction led by
Salah Jadid. The key issue dividing these groups concerned whether the de-
{eat signaled a need to accelerate and broaden the process of social trans-
{ormation, the view of Jadid and his supporters, or to moderate the pace of
social change and move Syna in the direction of a national security state ca-
pable of carrying on the confrontation with Israel, the view of Asad and his
fellow dissidents. As we now know, this was to prove the last major schism
within the Bath until the present. Asad’s gradual seizure of power between
198 and 1970 sccured the dominance of the national security perspec-
tive. His rise slowed the pace of social change. It shifted the central concern
of the government from furthering Syria’s social wransformation to the
broadening and decpening of its ruling coalition. It also inaugurated the
longest period of stability among Syria’s rulers that the conntry hus known
since independence.

The system of mle that Asad took over in November 1g70 clearly re-
flected the dramatic transformattons the country had cxperienced since
March 1963, Asad took charge of a system of rule possessing powerlul and
pervasive instruments of repression. The political economy had been thor-
oughly reorganized along populist hines and the state apparatus restruc-
turcd, while Syrian society was subject (o increasing levels of management,
interventon, and control, In the relatively short span of seven years, the dis-
tribution of social power in the couniry had been radically aliered, margin-
alizing the social groups that had dominated the country for much of its
modern history and bringing 10 the center of power social groups that had

87. Joel S. Migdal, Weak States and Strong Societies (Princeton: Princeton University Press,
1988).
88. Damascus 10 Depariment of Sute, Mareli 10, 1665, no. 636, RGyg /2685, XA
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long survived on the fringes of Syrian cconomic and political life. These
rcv(.)lfxtionary changes consolidated the populist identity of the Syrian state
[c-ifr(;l?:;dy‘ shllfugg its (levﬂl(;pmenlal trajectory in ways that continue to af:

: w its leaders respond to such conemporary issues as ¢ ic li
cralization, political rctgorm. and cconomic dlz'veloi)n::nt: s ceononi

I have argued that these wansformations constitute the formative experi-
ences of Syrian politics during the 198os and contribute 1o a deeply revi-
§‘|01.1i5t reading of the dynamics of authoritanan state formation, b;)th in
.‘%y'rla m.ld more gencrally, By shifting atiention away (rom the intraelite po-
?lucal rivalries that dominate the secondary literature and toward underly-
ing processes of institutional and social transformation, this account focuses
on the economic and institutional factors that permitted the Ba‘th o over-
come the dilemmas that typically constrain the consolidation of a populist
nlullhoritarian systemn of rule. It emphasizes the intentionality of Ba‘thist po-
lltl(:a! elites, highlights the strategic and structural factors shaping Ba'thist
policies, and stresses the timportance of the institutional resources available
to the Ba'th in carrying out its plans. In the process it provides considerable
evidence ol state formation by design rather than by accident.

This account also establishes both the conditions under which the con-
solidation of a populist authoritarian system of rule is possible and the dy-
namics of social change through which the process is carried out. Syria's
lack O.f integration inwo global capitalist networks reduced the barriers that
such ties impose on the populist restructuring of a polilical economy. Pres-
sures to move toward a more accommodationist, inclusive strategy of state
building were also mitgated by the economic and political imperatives as-
sociated with securing a populist system ol rule. The need to reorganize the
allocation of national resources in support of the Ba'th’s pr()jer_ttb of social
transformation helped o structure interactions hetween the Ba‘th and lo-
cal capitalists in the form of a zero-sum conflict. The importance of mobi-
lizing while controlling key social groups such as labor and peasants pushed
thz Ba'th toward a repressive-corporatist style of political incorporation. In
this context, the well-developed repertoire ol authoritarian und corporatist
practices, populist norms, and state institutions the Ba‘th inherited repre-
sented 4 resonrce cndowment that gready facilitated its efforts to reshape
Lhr:; Syrian polity and economy. Earlier experiences of populist authoritari-
anism during the union with Egypt had already cracked open postindepen-
dence economic and political arrangements. The union made available to
the Ba‘th 2 model for the construction of a populist authoritarian regime
that was largely consistent with its strategic requirements and its political
outlook.

By the 1ime the Ba‘th seized power in 1963, therefore, it benefited from
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an economic and institutional environment that was exceptionally favor-
able for the consolidation of a populist authoritarian system ol rule. But
starting conditions alone do not determine outcomes, How the Ba'th ex-
ploited these conditions is also critical in explaining its success, What stands
outin this regard was the ability of the party’s leadership to putin place the
broad outlines of its strategy of rule very soon alter it seized power and then
its capacity to advance this strategy despite decp, occasionally crippling in-
ernal divisions, There is no question that the political rivalries and power
politics that dominate conventional accounts of this period were important
factors in the dynamic of Ba‘thist rule. I have shown, however, that to ex-
plain the broader dynamics of Ba‘thist state formation, we need to look clse-
where, to the larger processes of social and economic transformation
brought about by the Ba'th und to the conditions that made these transfor-
mations possible.

In making these claims about Syria’s expericuce, 1 also make the general
but often overlooked point that multiple trijectories are open 1o populist
authoritarian elites, The constraints that have been identified as decisive
ohstacles 1o the consolidation of populist authoritarian systems of rule can
in fact be overcome. The dilemmas of populist authoritarian consolidation
do not always defeat the efforts of politicians working to sccure their power
and establish a durable system of rule. This conclusion does not undermine
explanations about why populist authoritarianism failed to become consol-
idated in specific cases. [t docs undermine, however, the argument that the
trajectory of failed consolidation is universal and inevitable. Syria’s experi-
ence has shown us that this notion is false, no matter how much we might

wish it were otherwise.




Interests and Institutions in
the Persistence of Syrian Authoritarianism

I.c;i(l('rs ol the Ba'th Party have enjoyed long-tern payolils as a result of suc-
cess in overcoming the core dilemmas associated with the consolidation of
a populist authoritarian system. Since 1970, populist authoritarianism has
continued to define and animare Syrian politics, society, and economy. The
nctworks of popular organizations that were created in the 1g6os as mech-
auisims of mobilizaton and cantrol reinain highiy visible elemenis of the re-
ghme's apparatus of dominition, Interest groups and associations remain
cembedeled within top-down, corporatist institutional frameworks controlled
and dominated Dy the state and the Ba'th Party. Social policy continues to
rellect populist distributional concerns, Austerity programs have led to cut-
Dacks in social spending, ver Iarge-scale public health, wellare, and educa-
non programs persist despite growing signs of wear, stress, and cracks in the
systent, New space has opened within Syria’s political economy for the pri-
vile sector, but its larger development strategy and the macroeconomic
policies that {ollow from it remain broadly interventionist.! Indeed, senior

1. The Asad regime has made several serious overtures to the private sector since 1970.
Not long after Asad came 1o power, his government undertook what is officially Jabeled the
“corrective revolution.” Seeking 1o broaden the regime’s social base, the government encowr-
aged the limited and highly contrelled incorporation of the private sector. See-Antonie Guine,
La Syrie novvelle: Exposé sur l'owverture économigue en Syrie suivi d'un bilan politique et économigue des
réalisations du régime du Président Hafe El-Asad (Damascus: n.p., 1g975). This policy had limited
results, however. The eflort was halllhiearted, and capitalists were largely skeptical of the re-
gime's commiument. Alter the 1979 war, an mcrease in both oil renis and, more nmpoertant,
strategic rents associated with Syria’s leadership of the hard-line opposition to Isracl mitigated
the regime’s need to engage the private sector. State-capital relations remained at best Tukes
warm throughout the 1g70s and inte the mid-1g8os. Indeed, capitalists continued 1o feel suffi-
cient animosity toward the regime 1o lend their financial support to the Syrian Muslim Brother
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Syrian politicians, including Hafiz al-Asad, hiave gone to great lengths in re-
cent years to relegitimate their commitment to state-managed developmoent
following the collapse of the Soviet Union in 1gg1. Moreover, in the three
decades of Asad’s leadership, the dominant political class that emerged oul
of 1he Inraparty struggles of the 1gbos has transformed the state into a
highly pro(itable source of renis, giving added impetus to the perpetuation
of existing cconomic and political arrangements.” Within the contours of 4
populist politdeal economy, new forms of crosscutting alliances and business
nerworks link the state elite and leading capitalists in a wide range of thor-
cughly profit-secking activities,

The end of the cold war generated political as well as cconomic reactions,
but these effects too have been muted. In the wake of popular uprisings that
overwhelmed the socialist dictatorships of Eastern Furope, Syria’s regime
did take modest steps to provide new, albeit managed, opportunities for po-
litical participation. In 1ggo the government enlarged Syria's legislature,
ihe National Council, by about a third, and it increased the number of seats
that could be held by politicians not associated with the Ba‘th Party. Such
changes have been largely but not entirely cosmetic. Official rhetoric has
come 1o include increasing references to the value of pluralism, as well as
to the importance of avoiding changes that might disrupt “social peace”—
a term that has acquired particular prominence in the past several years.”
Parliamentary clections in May 1ggo did return a small number of private
scctor representatives to the Nadonal Council for the first time since 1963,
[owever, many of the scats set aside {or independents in 1ggo were won
by members or affiliates of the ruling party. And the next year President
Asud won reclection to a fourth term in office with the alleged support of
g0.8 percent of voters, Asscmbly elections held in December 1998 again
returned an overwhelming majority of Ba‘thist representatives. More gen-
crally, the constitution pramulgated by the Ba‘th in 1964 remains opera-
live, including the requirement that members of popular organizations must

conslitute a majority of representatives. In addition, the Ba‘th Party itself

hood during a long and biuerly violent confrontation with the regime from 19706 1o 1982, More
substantive referms date from May 1686 and have led 1o a measured rapprochement between
the regime and some clements of the private sectlor. See Volker Perthes, "The Private Sector,
Economic Liberalization, and the Prospects of Democratization: The Case of Syria and Some
Other Arab Countries,” in Democracy without Donocrats? The Renewal of Polities in the Muslim Yorld,
od. Ghassan Salame (London: [ B. Tauris, 1gg.4), pp. 243-064.

2. Yabya Sadowski, "Ba‘thist Ethics and the Spirit of State Capitalism: Patronage and the
Party in Contemporary Syria,” in ldeology and Power in the Middle East, ed. Peter ]. Chelkowski and
Robert J. Pranger (Durham: Duke University Press, 1g88), pp. 16084,

4. On renewed Syrian interest in pluralism after the cold war, see Steven Heydemann,
‘Can We Get There from Here? Lessons (rom the Syrian Case,” American-Arab Affatrs, no. 30
(Spring 1g91), pp. 27-30.
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renaing the most powerful formal political organization in the country—
notwithstanding the symbolic modification of single-party politics through
the creation ot a national front government in the early 1970s. The party's
role in Syrian life has clearly undergone change over the years. Today it
functions largely as a major component ol the regime’s clicntalist system
and is viewed more opportunistically than ideologically. Yeu it continues
10 serve as an important arena ol socialization and mobilization, impos-
ing itself heavily on Syrian society through semimandatory participation
in organizations ranging from youth movements for grade-schoolers to
summer camps, student groups, and the popular organizations. Collectively,
these make the party a critical actor in the reproduction of the system’s
populist identity, even among those who regard the Ba'th with deeply felt
cynicism.

As this suggests, the defining features of a populist polity as set out in the
mtroduction continue to shape the political logics of Syrin’s authoritarian
ruling elite, An emphasis on redistributive cconomic policies, a political
coualiton that relies heavily on a core of populist social groups, and the use
of populist ransformational discourses as the basis for political mobiliza-
tion, legitimauon, and institution building persist as essential elements of
Syria’s systemn of rule. The high profle accorded o radical discourses stands
oulin particular, perhaps because such discourses have been so thoroughly
displaced elsewhere by the devclopmental failures of state socialism. Yet
Syria’s media, its popular onganizations, as well as the official statements of
key party oflicials and government ministers continue 1o be infused by ap-
peals to socialism, the needs of the masses, and the forward march to revo-
lution. Several years after history was alleged to have ended with the deci-
sive victory of liberal market capitalism, much of Syrian political discourse
remains archaically revolutionary in tone.* What one scholar has called the
“triumnph” of liberal economic ideas in the developing world remains a dis-
tant, as yet untarnished, and meaningful aspiration for many Syrians.®

These powerful elements of continuity are not intended o suggest that
Syria’s political cconomy or its system of rule have been static and unchang-
ing over the past thirty years, Within the boundaries of its populist authori-
tarian identity, there bave been substantial modifications in structure, prac-
tice, and discourse.® It has been pushed to adapt to post—cold war shifts in
its strategic cnvitonment and to respond to the challenges posed by the

4. Frimcis Fukuyama, The End of History and the Last Man (New York: Free Press, 1992).

5. Thomas J. Biersteker, “The "Triumph' of Liberal Economic Ideas in the Developing
World," in Global Change, Regional Response: The New International Context o[Drt'(h)f.?mﬂrL . Bar-
bara Stallings (New York: Cambridge University Iress, 1995), pp. 174—96.

G. See Volker Perthes, The Political Economy of Syria under Asad (London: L. B. Tauris, 1095)-
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ongoing Arab-Isracli peace process.” In its most far-reaching attemnpt 1o ac-
commodate new circumstances, the regime has responded to domestic eco-
nomic dilficulties by appropriating and adapting global norms favoring
market-based strategies of economic development. Syria’s economy, like
mary in the developing world, was deeply and adversely aftected by the debt
crisis ol the 1980s.® The crisis was exacerbated by sharp declines in the flow
of Arab toreign aid and by ¢xceptionally high levels of military spending as
a percentage of gross domestic product.® As a result, the regime’s capacity
to sustain the How of benciits hoth 1o itself and to its clientalist networks
declined. Those whose fortunes were linked to the public sector suffered
disproportionately severe cuts in their standard of living. Subsidies on hasic
conmoedities were reduced, and public sector wage increases lagged well
behind the rate of inflation.

In response, the government initiated a selective process of economic
reform—undertaken without the involvement of the IMF and driven more
by the political logic of regime persistence than by the economic logic of
neoclassical growth theory.' Economic reform expanded the role of the
private sector and cased some constraints on private and foreign invest-
ment ! More recently, the regime has moved to reestablish sound relation-
ships with international lending organizations, repaying long-standing ar-
rears o the World Bank in mid-1gg97. Efforts by the regime to relegitimate
the private sector have not, however, dislodged the public sector from its
privileged position as the cornerstone of what is now officially defined as
a“mixed cconomy.” There has been no privaiization of state-owned enter-
prises in Syria, and leading Syrian politicians have dismissed the prospect of
such moves i the futare as unwarranted. The private sector has been lur-
ther, though not fully, incorporated into the systemn of rule, hut it remains a
policy taker, a subordinate participant in the process of economic policy-

7. Fred Lawson, "Domestic Transformations and Foreign Steadfasmess in Contermporary
Syria,” Middle East fournal 48 (Winter 1994), pp. 47-064.

8. Volker Perthes, “The Syrian Private Commercial and Industrial Sectors and the State,”
International Jowrnal of Middie East Studies 24 (May 1992), pp. 207-30.

g. Patrick Clawson, Unaffordable Ambitions: Syria’s Military Butld-uf and Fronomic Crisis, Wash-
ington Institute Policy Papers no. 17 (Washington, D.C., 198g).

10. Steven Heydemann, “The Political Logic of Economic Reform: Selective Stabilization in
Syria,” in The Politics of Economic Referm in the Middle East, ed. Henri ] Barkey (New York: St. Mar-
un's, 199z}, pp. 11-39. Sce also Raymond Hinnebusch, “Syria: The Politics of Economic Lib-
eralisation,”™ Third World Quarterly 18 {1997), pp- 249-065, and Fred Lawson, “Private Capital
and the State in Contemporary Syria,” Middle East feport 27 (Spring 1997), pp. 8-13.

11. I discuss the effects of selective liberalization on the private sector in more detail in
“Taxation without Representation: Authoritarianism and Economic Liberalization in Syria,” in
Rules and Rights in the Middle East, ed. EMis Goldberg, Resat Kesaba, and Joel Migdal (Seaule:
University of Washington Press, 1943}, pp. 6g-101.



210 #ulhoritarianism in Syria

making. It is the state, not capital, that defines the private sector’s terms of
engagement ane the boundaries of its participation,

As modest as they are relative to changes elsewhere, these processes of
adjustment and adaplation certainly have the capacity to bring about maore
{ar-reaching modifications in Syria’s system of rule. They hold out the pos-
sibility that Syria could move decisively toward a postpopulist and more
pluralist sct of cconomic and political arrangements.' Perhaps more than
any other challenges the regime has faced, the combination of four fac-
tors—cconomic pressures, strategic realignment. the peace process, and
new, decentralized information technologies—could, polentially, overturn
the equilibrium established between 1963 and 1970 and permit a wide-
ranging redefinition of the system of rule'* Fears that this might happen
have sparked a significant debate within the Ba®th Pary and among the
radical ppposition. Partly 1o suppress open expression ol internal dissen-
sion, no major party congress has been held i the past decade,

What is striking about the adjustments of this period, however, is not the
extent to which they have destabilized existing arrangements but the extent
to which Syria’s populist authoritarianism has shown itself able to accom-
modate them. The regime has consistently cxhibited tlexibility and adapt-
ability in redefining the terms of inclusion and in rcorganizing its economic
and foreign pelicies. It has treated the houndaries of the system as plastic,
tractable, and open to modification, thus far avoiding the sharp, either-or
choices that might expose it o pressures for broader cliange. Yet this flexi-
bility too has limits. The imperative of reproducing the populist authoritar-
ian system of rule has tended to define the boundaries of feasible change
within Syria’s political economy, and anything perceived to threaten this
imperative is dealt with quite brutally, Despite its willingness 10 accommo-
date a significant measure ol change, theretore, the “sacred wurf” of Syria’s
populist “political kingdowm” remains fundamentally intact !

12, Heosw would we know when such a threshold bad been passed? Barring the dramatic and
sucleten collapse of what still appears to be a resilient system of rule and accepting that such
thresholds are often ciearer ex post than ex anfe, such a turning point will have been reached
once the rcgimc can be said to have discarded the institutional, coalitional, and distributive
arrangements that are the defining features of a populist authoritarian system of rule.

13. Syria-hands tend 1o view the inevitable ransition to a post-Asad Syria as another, per-
haps more likely opportunity for a substantial shift in the character of the regime. If the cur-
rentsystem of rule is as fully consolidated as [ argue, it is more likely that the succession will not
preduce deep changes in the organization of Syria’s system of rule or in the regime’s style of
governance. Rather, a new leader is likely 1o view the current system as offering an adaptive set
of mechanisms for securing political authority.

14. Thomas M. Callaghy, “Lost between State and Market: The Politics of Econamic
Adjustment in Ghana, Zambia, and Nigeria,” in Economic Crisis and Policy Chaoice: The Politics af
Adjustment in the Third World, ed. Joan Nelson (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1990).
p. 28,
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As a consolidated and adaptive system of rule, radical populism in Syria
has developed along a trajectory that defies the widely held view of popu-
lism as an inherently unstable foundation for a state-building project. In
comtrast 1o whal Latin Americanists have portrayed as the modal experience
of [ailed populist state formaton, Syrian populism has instead become con-
solidated within a “politicolegal space and organizational infrastructure”
that exerts a powerful and ongoing influence over everyday politics and
policymaking.'® And if Syria's experience forces us to rethink the possibility
of successtul populist authoritarian state formation, it remnains the case that
this particular trajectory is not equally accessible to all would-be populist
clites. In Latin America, the generic dilemmas that constrain eflorts to build
a populist system of rule turned out 10 be decisive. In Syria, they did not.
Clearly. the capacity o overcome the dilemmas of populist aathorituian
consolidanon is unevenly distributed. It is linked, I have argued, to a dis-
tinctive set of structural and institutional features and the ways in which
these influence the strategic choices of actors. Institutions and economic
structures do not in and of themselves explain the specific choices of polit-
ical actors, but they exert a profound influence nonetheless. They shape
4 strategic repertoire in ways that make particular choices accessible and
place others out of reach, increasing the potential gains (o he achieved by
pursuing a given strategy and reducing its potential costs,

Among the structural conditions that I have tiken inwo account i this
volume, Syria’s relative insulation from transnadonal capitatist networks de-
serves spoecial weight and has particular theoretical implications, Syria’s lack
ol embeddedness in a larger capitalist system at the moment ol indepen-
dence opened up possibilities for confronting and marginalizing local capi-
talists that mighie not have existed otherwise. Cerwainly, the expertence of
fuiled populist state building in other cases is regularly explained, at least in
[rart, by the causal connection between embeddedness in international
capitalist networks of exchange and constraints on the extent 10 which
populist politicians can discount the interests of local capital. High embed-
dedness is thus widely argued to correlate with a high level of constraint
on the part of populist political actors, Syria’s experience, ai least, seems
1o confirm the negative of this relationship. Low crubeddedness correlates
with a luck of restraint on the part of ractical populist political clites con-
cerning the extent o which the cconomy could be reorganized and capi-
tadists could he marginalized. Such correlation leaves unanswered whether
low cmbeddedness cansed the radicalism ol Syrian populists, but it certainty

15. The quetcd phrase is used by Robert Ro Kaufman, “Democratic and Authoritarian
Respanses to the Debt Issues: Argentina, Brazil, Mexico,” in The Politics of International Drix,
ed. Miles Kahler (Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 1686), pp. 187-217.
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contributed significantly 1o the creation of a strategic environment in which
radical populisim wis scen as a viable political option,

Atributing this degrec of significance to Syria’s low embeddedness has
theoretical implications that extend beyvond the specifics ol the Syrian case,
Several variants of development theory argue that the embeddedness of de-
veloping states in a global capitalist system is a key factor in the rise of au-
thoritarian regimes in the periphery, They [ocus in particular on forms of
authoritarianism whose purpose is to bring local economics into alignment
with the interests of foreign capital.'® Iniplicit in such arguments is the sense
that absent foreign capital, absent global capitalism, more democratic de-
velopmenital trajectories would become available.'? Syria’s cxpertence sug-
gests that such views are overly optimistic. While yariation in the forms au-
thoritarianism might take is hugely consequential—populist forms exhibit
sbarply different social, economic, and political dynamics than their bu-
reaucratic authoritarian counterparts—it must be acknowledged that low
embeddedness may be just as likely as high embeddedness o facilitate the
formation of authoritarian systems of rule. Hirschman is no doubt right,
therefore, in suggesting that the insertion of an ¢conomy inte a world mar-
ket can have constraining effects on the forms of authoritarianism that are
available to state elites.'® But the consequences of less thorough embedded-
ness in world markets may be less constrained authoritarianism, not the
emergence of liberal democracies.! Vartation in the extent to which devel-

16. Even for Syria, where the subordination of local politics to the requirements of global
capitalism would seem a tough position to support, this logic has generated deeply problematic
explanations to account for Syria’s seeming departure from the normal telos of developing
states. One such argument, as [ noted in the intreduction, is that Syria has not departed at all.
In this view, the near complete marginalization of Syrian capitalists between 1g60 and 1970 is
simply the by-product of how capitalism is developing in Syria and is in the interests of capital-
ists; furthermore, the immense social conflicts over the organization of Syria's political econ-
omy are basically trivial, for they do not affect its long-term dc\'c]opnu:nl;\i Lritjectory.

17. The arguments are occasionally explicit. According to Rueschemeyer, Stephens, and
Stephens, transnational economic dependence “had negative effects [for d;-mut_'mry]. though
mosty in indivect ways. It shaped the class structure in ways inimical to democratization. Eco-
.nomic growth led by agrarian ¢xports reinforced the position of large landholders. Industrial-
ization with imported capital intensive technology kept the working class small and weak. Geo-
political dependence relations were even more important. (",f:(‘;—politicnl interests of core
countries generated direct interventions and support for the repressive apparatus of the state
a.an thus created an unfavorable balance of power between state and saciety for democratiza-
tion.” Diewich Rueschemeyer, Evelyne Huber Stephens, and John D. Stephens, Capitalist Devel-
oppment and Democracy (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, ig_qz), PO

18. Albert Hirschman, “The Turn to Autheritarianism in Latin America and the Search for
Its Economic Determinants,” in The New Authoritarianism in Latin America, ed. David Collier
(Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1979), pp. 61-98.

1g. [t may be that a broad test would establish a bell curve in which low and bigh levels of
cmibeddedness and insertion into global markets are both associated with the umcr;;-cncc of au-
tharitirian regimes—populist {or states with very low levels of embeddedness and hureaucratic
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oping states are cmbedded in world markets clearly shapes trajectories of
authoritarian state formation but daes not scem to support the expeclation
that less embeddedness equals more demogracy.

These qualifications are important, but such macrolevel variables leave
many questions unanswerced, Establishing the domestic factors that deter-
mine how a particular state is positioned relative 1o world markets can help
clarify the domestic-level dynamics that support or undermine the consoli-
dation of an authoritarian regime and shape its identity as populist, bureau-
cratic, or something else. The argument presented here has treated Syria’s
low embeddedness as one of several core independent variables, but italso
explains this condition as the outcome ol a particular history, taking into ac-
count Syria’s experience as a semicolony of France as well as its limited re-
ource cndowment, small domestic market, and high levels of regional in-
stability as causcs of low embeddedness. This argument thus gives greater
independent weight Lo the effects of domestic-level factors—structural and
conjunctural—in explaining both the position of a state within the inter-
national system and its trajectory ol state formation.

Al a more general level, development theory front Gunnar Myrdal and
Pau! Baran to Peter Fvans has conveyed a rather limited sense of the range
of developmental trajectories accessible to late-developing states. For theo-
rists associated with forms of dependency theory, situating such states in
the periphery was considered sufficient to explain « wide range of political,
economic, and social dynamics—and to predict developmental possibilities
as well, More recent development theory—and not only the triumphalist
writings of the immediate post-cold war period—has been no less quick
(o find processes of economic, cultural, and political convergence at work
in the effects of globalization and the move toward market-based economic
ArTANgCInents. Like their predecessors, convergence theorles also rest on
the notion that developmental trajectories are limited and that domestic so-
cial, economic, and political dynamnics can be explained in terms of move-
ment woward or divergence from the global norm.

Here oo, however, Syria’s experience seems Lo confound cxpectalions,
Although Syria’s recent experiences of selective liberalization might be read
as evidence that no state can escape the hegemonic growth strategy of the
late twentieth cenwury, the Ra‘th has been able to carve out considerable an-
tonomy from global capitalism, on the one hand, while appropriating dis-
courses of democracy and markets, bending them to suit the needs of an au-
thoritarian and interventonist regime, on the other. Clearly, the apparent
isomorphism of late-developing states, whether based on their identity as

for states with higher levels of embeddedness—whereas midrange lovels are associated with
more pluralist political arrangements.
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relations. They helped establish a national market and defined the terms
under which the market operated. State expansion created a political arena
in which conrol over the project of building an inclusive social pact—a
project inaugurated by capitalists—could be captured by populist reform-
crs, By facilitating new understandings of the relationship between state
and society defined in universal terms of citizenship, state expansion deeply
compromised the capacity of landlords and capitalists to manage the pro-
cess of popular mobilization,

At the same time, many, if not all, newly independent late developers ex-
perienced rapid state expansion following independence, On its own,
theretfore, the growth of postcolanial state structures is too ubiquitous a
phenomenon to tell us much about how Syria's trajectory of state building
diverged from that of many other poor, peripheral late developers to result
i a consolidated, populist authoritarian regime. Cambined with its low
level of embeddedness in a global market system, however, the outcome is
less puzeling. As I noted above, low embeddedness had a significant influ-
cuce within Syria’s political arena, removing from consideration an entire
domain of relations that often constrain the choices of political actors, in-
cluding state bureaucratic elites. But there were more direct implications of
low embeddedness for the organization of state-capital relations, the most
important of which was that the resources needed o finance state growth
and 1o manage a process of popular incorporation could be secured from
only one source: local capitalists,

Disengagement from global markets meant that state expausion was also
a process of expanding state control over local capital. Domestic expecta-
tions about what the role of the state should he in leading Syria’s transition
from an agrarian 1o a capitalist cconomy were reinforced by the hegemonic,
state-centric developmuent strategies of the day, imported into Syria via 1he
same carriers of global norms as those who ransported them throughout
the developing world. These included not only staff missions of the IMF and
the World Bank or iruernational consultants such as Gibh and Associates
but also the socialist discourses of state planning that in many respects were
consistent with the interest of Western institutions i building state capac-
ity. Yot undike in many other cases, the construction of a state apparatus with

the capacity to implement the import substituting, managed development
strategies favored in the 19505 was built al considerable cost to the Syrian
private sector. This critical dynamic imbucd stute-capital relations in Syria
with o deep structural tension virtually from the earliest momeuts of inde-
pendenee, It channeled the cconomic role of the state in managerial and
regulatory dircetions at fivst and later toward dircer forms of state control
over productive resources, It gave state burcaucrats a divect and immediate
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rationale to use state agencies 1o securc « stahle, predictable flow of reve-
nues through the contnual cxpansion of state management of the ecop-
omy. Competition for the control of capital between newly autonomous
state elites and capitalists contributed heavily to the pofariz.';tion of Syria’s
po'lilical arena, And as [ show in some detail, the expansion of social reg-‘ul-
lation wended to truck the expansion of economic intervention. As levels of
econonlic management grew, the state became a central mechanism for
[hf.'l construction ol an inclusive social pact. As these processes transformed
Syrl.a‘s political arcna, capitalists, populists, and landed elites redefined
their political strategies and alignments, contributing significantly to th-c
Polarizntion that led in early 1958 to the collapse of Syrian politics and the
formation of 1the United Arab Republic, ’
thesc shifts in the scope and depth of state institutions over a short
penod ol time, under given structural circumsiances, exerted a profound
ifluence on the political dynamics of postindependence Syria. Without
[a'l-:ing the mutable quality of Syria's institutional environment into account,
without tracing the interaction effects of shifts in this environient on thc:
st.t';'{tc'g‘ies of political actors, these dynamics are difficult to capture or ex-
Iplzun. T?fpicnlly. howcver, new institutional approaches limit themselves to
Integrating institutional variables into theoretical frameworks from which
they were felt, often accurately, to be inissing. Institutions themselves are
treated as givens. Since institutional equilibria are designed to he (lurable“
there will be many instances in which it is reasonable (6 treat them as such.‘*"i’
Yet during critical periods of transition when an equilibrium has been
destabilized, not Icast moments of decolonization and postindependence
state building, such formulations risk overlooking one of the central vari-
ables shaping political outcomes, that is, the effects of institutional trans-
formation on the swrategic choices of pelitical actors. These interactions
hc(.tomo particularly important during instances of disjuncture, instances in
which structural conditions and institurional environments are not in align-
ment, As manifest in the disjuncture between the agrarian structure of
Syria’s cconomy and interventionist industrializing attributes of the state
apparatus, the tensions that accompany uneven rates of change on the part
(?fmslim!ious and cconomic structures almost inevitably emerge as power-
tul sources of social confict. In the Syrian casc, these conflicts—bitter, of-
ten violcru struggles between a defensive landed elite, populist reformers,
and ambivalent capitalist industrializers—brought about the disintegration

b A D i 5 e NI gira .

2y, ‘.'\3 [-fml.l’u rson notes: “Key features of political life, both public policies and {especially)
I(fn‘-nal insttalions, are change resistant. Policies and institutions are in fact designed 10 be
dlﬂl(‘;)ll to overturn” {“Path Dependence and the Study of Politics,” unpublished manuscript,
p.o2q),
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of the existing politcal order, Through the union with Egypt, they created
the condiuons that shaped a new cquilibrium along populist authoritarian
lines after March 19063,

Institutional cquilibria come apart, and a dynamic approach to insti-
tutions is needed to capture such processes and account for their effects.
How new institutional equilibria are formed and consolidated is the other,
equally critical part of the equation. If punciated equilibrium theories hold
outl promisc for explaining processes through which given institutional
formations become opencd up for reorganization, they leave open the dy-
namics through which new formations are consolidated, The framework
acdopted here helps to explain the capacity of the Ba'th to overcome the
dilemmas that npically constrain the consolidation of a populist authori-
tarian system of rule, Yet how this capacity is translated into a concrete sct
of institutions and practices, the strategies through which a particular set of
capacities is deployed, remains to be explained. What accounts for the par-
ticular choices that Ba‘thist elites made in bringing about the populist trans-
formation of Syria’s siate, economy, and society? Here too the argument ad-
vanced in this book highlights the structural and institutional imperatives
associated with populist state building as one guide to understanding the
behavior of Ba'thist politicians. Abave all, this process required transform-
ing the identity of state institutions, bringing the state apparatus under the
control of the party, and making the state burcaucracy a reliable instru-
ment of Ba'thist rule. Once these aims had been accomplished, it became
feasible to mobilize and conurol Targe segments of Syrian socicty and to
reorganize political instivstions. Similarly, the imperative of restructuring
the cconorny along populist lines cemented an antagonistic relationship be-
tween the Ba‘thist state and Syria’s private secior, leading to the decisive
marginalization of capilalists.

Is it stmply the case, then, that the Ba'th'’s leadership did what was neces-
sary to sccure its grip on power? If so, thent how did the leadership know
whalt was necessary, and why did it work? Stawe building is one of those tasks
that requires assembly, and instructions do not coune printed on the side of
a hox. As I have argued, however, the Ba'th's leaders brought into power a
fairly well-developed understanding of the siate they hoped to consuuct.
The lessons Ba‘thist elites ahsorbed through their partcipation in previ-
ous ycles of social conllict and from their negative experience of the

United Araby Republic had reinforced their commitment to a radical form
of populist state building. They also operated within an environment that
had become well endowed with populist norms and authoritarian practices
of governance. These experiences and lessons represented a critical legacy
available to the Ba‘th as it moved from opposition 1o government.
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Thus, there is o clear “path-dependent”™ quality 10 the Ba‘th's sirategy of
stie formation, hoth in the narrower sense of that werm-——cthat the decisions
taken by Ba‘thist cites were constraitied by the consequences of previous
choices—but also in the sense that certain kinds of choices invoked lower
costs and generated increasing political returns by moving along an estab-
fished path. The appropriaion of existing approaches to state building
thus increasced the efliciency of die Ba'th's sivategies of governance, institu-
tion building, social mobilization, and cconomic management. Precisely
because the scale of the nansformations intended by the Ba‘th was so large,
the advantages of exploiting known political technologics and mechanisms
increased. The legacios available to the Ba'th did not dewrmine that it
would inevitably succced. The ditemmas that constrain the conselidation of
apopulist autiworitarian sysient of rale are both real and conscquennal, Yet
this legacy did embody a powerful set of facilitating conditions, In the ab-
sence of compelling external constraints, 1 provided the means (or the
Ba'th's leadership to establish a new institational equilibrium, Combining
radical populist norms and sharply auohoritarian practices ol governance,
the Ba'th suceeeded i building a durable populist authoritarian system of
rule and i shaping the organization of Syria's state, socicty, and political
cconomy for decades Lo cowe, '
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