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The Arab revolution has reached Syria, but its future remains highly uncertain. At the
time of writing, in late April 2011, President Bashar al-Assad is still attempting a
strategy of carrot and stick, mixing partial reform, to appease the silent majority of
Syrians, with repression, to try to diminish the numbers already mobilised against the
regime.

So far, this strategy appears mostly ineffective. It is possible that the protests will
eventually overwhelm the regime, or force a split in the military/political elite. But the
prospect of regime collapse may also encourage hardliners in the Alawite security
establishment to try to settle the matter with force, despite the loss of legitimacy and
the international stigmatisation that would follow. Alawites account for some 12 per
cent of the population in Syria, but dominate the regime, and this sectarian issue is
fundamental to Syria’s politics: while many Sunnis resent minority rule, Alawites,
Christians and others fear persecution if the secular Baath regime is toppled.
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At this crucial moment, Syria needs an opposition leadership more than ever, but it
has none. While the protests are national in feeling, and inspired by pan-Arab
developments, they appear to be locally organised. The decentralised nature of the
unrest means that it is impossible for the regime to ‘decapitate’ the revolt without a
major, nation-wide crackdown, but also that there is no credible spokesperson for the
protests, and no single list of grievances to address. This makes a negotiated political
solution very difficult to achieve.

The only way out of this dilemma is if the various opposition forces could quickly
coalesce into an alliance of national standing, to provide moral leadership and some
strategic guidance for the protests. But this appears unlikely: the opposition seems
barely capable of it, and the regime is highly unlikely to allow it.

Three ‘generations’ of Syrian opposition

Syria’s opposition groups emerged, roughly speaking, in three overlapping
‘generations’, to which will undoubtedly be added a fourth if the regime survives the
present round of protests.

The ‘first generation’ formed in the pre-independence era, and is today mainly
represented by the Muslim Brotherhood (MB). Its participation in an armed uprising
in the late 1970s and early 1980s, and its Sunni sectarian agenda, makes the MB a
particular béte noire of the regime, and Law 49 of 1980 bans membership of the group
on pain of death.

The ‘second generation’ is made up by the National Democratic Gathering (NDG) and
independent activists, who led pro-democracy protests in the late 1970s. That
movement was crushed in a wave of arrests in 1980, but today these former prisoners
form the veteran leadership of much of Syria’s mainstream opposition.

A ‘third generation’ emerged during the ‘Damascus Spring’ of 2000-2001." When
Bashar al-Assad succeeded his father in the summer of 2000, political space opened
up briefly, causing a flurry of activity among dissidents and an influx of new people,
ideologies and tactics into the opposition movement.

The National Democratic Gathering®

The National Democratic Gathering, a secular political coalition, was formed in late
1979 by five illegal leftist and nationalist parties:

- The Democratic Arab Socialist Union (DASU).2 The Nasserist DASU was formed in
1973. It is arguably Syria’s largest opposition party, and heads the NDG, but is regarded
by many as ‘soft’ in its opposition to the regime. At his death in 2000, the widely
respected DASU founder Jamal al-Atassi was succeeded by his deputy, Hassan Abdelazim.

- The Syrian Democratic People’s Party (SDPP).* Formerly known as the Syrian
Communist Party/politbureau, the SDPP peeled off from the pro-Moscow and
pro-regime SCP between 1969 and 1972, under the leadership of Riad al-Turk. The party
was brutally repressed in the late 1970s/1980s, with Turk spending more than 19 years
in prison. In 2005, the SDPP adopted its present name and renounced orthodox
Marxism-Leninism. The present party leader is Giyath Uyoun-al-Soud, although the aging
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Turk is believed to still play a major role.

- The Arab Socialist Movement (ASM). The original ASM was a populist-socialist group
with roots in the land reform movement of the 1930s. It merged into the Baath during
1953-1961, then re-emerged, only to collapse in a series of splits. The NDG’s faction
broke off from a regime-supported group of the same name in 1972.

- The Workers’ Revolutionary Party (WRP). The WRP was created by Syrian, Iraqgi and
Lebanese leftists in 1965, led by former Baathists of a Marxist-inspired tendency
expelled in 1964.

- The Democratic Baath Arab Socialist Party (DBASP). The DBASP was formed by
members of the radical shubati or ‘Februarist’ regime of Salah Jadid, who was
overthrown by Hafez al-Assad in 1970.

Many NDG cadres were imprisoned in the early 1980s, and their organisations all but
destroyed. The parties began to reorganise semi-openly by the late 1990s, but have
generally failed to attract new members; most are now in their fifties or sixties. In
2006, a sixth group joined the NDG:

- The Communist Action Party (CAP). The CAP derives from a Marxist student
movement founded in the 1970s by young intellectuals from provincial towns, including
many anti-regime Alawites. It ran an energetic opposition campaign, but the regime
responded with mass arrests, finally destroying the party by 1993. In 2004, the CAP was
re-established by a small group of former members released from jail.

The NDG forms the historical core of Syria’s opposition, but its influence has steadily
diminished since the late 1980s, as new ideological trends (Islamism, Liberalism) and
new activist tactics have claimed centre stage. In the late 2000s, there has also been
considerable tension between the two dominant parties, DASU and SDPP. As a rule,
the DASU favours a cautious, gradualist strategy and strongly rejects all Western or
Arab interference in Syrian politics, while the SDPP has been striking alliances with
Liberal, Kurdish and Islamist groups outside the NDG, and engages in more
aggressive opposition.

The Kurds®

The Kurds have always been the odd-man-out in the context of the Syrian opposition.
As the largest non-Arab minority in the Syrian Arab Republic, with some 8-10 per cent
of the population, Kurds have had their cultural traditions and language banned by the
Baath and a portion denied citizenship.

This treatment has alienated virtually the entire minority from the regime, but it has
not translated into unified opposition. Syrian-Kurdish organisations have instead
fractured endlessly, along local lines of conflict, or reflecting guerrilla politics in
Turkey and Iraq. The 15 or so Kurdish opposition parties® provide little actual
leadership, despite collectively benefiting from strong popular support. Their political
demands revolve around national recognition, civil rights issues and equality, with all
parties having concluded that independence is undesirable or unfeasible given
political realities.

The parties may be weak, but, as evidenced by the rioting in Qamishli in 2004, Kurdish
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grass-roots resentment of the Baath remains a potent force. In the run-up to the 2011
protests, the regime opted for immediate appeasement of the Kurds, fearing major
escalation if they joined the Arab opposition. In a series of swift presidential decrees,
the citizenship issue was suddenly resolved after half a century of stalling, and other,
symbolic actions have been taken as well - for example, Kurds were allowed to
publicly celebrate Newroz on March 21.” It remains to be seen whether this is enough;
Kurdish hatred for the Baath Party is unlikely to disappear overnight. The regime may
yet come to regret that it has weakened the Kurdish organisations to a point where
they cannot control their own community.

The rise and fall of the Damascus Declaration®

On October 16, 2005, the Damascus Declaration for National Democratic Change was
announced from the legal office of maitre Hassan Abdelazim, spokesman of the NDG.
The Declaration,’ a slightly rambling document that demands peaceful reform towards
a non-sectarian democracy, was the product of an unprecedented collaborative effort
among Syrian opposition activists.

The list of signatories included the NDG parties, as well as the CAP, the Committee for
the Revival of Civil Society (a Damascus Spring-era organisation founded by
independent writer Michel Kilo and others), the Assyrian Democratic Organization,*®
two coalitions comprising a total of seven Kurdish parties, a number of high-profile
individual dissidents (including the liberal industrialist Riad Seif; the Arab Nationalist
intellectual Fida al-Hourani, who is the daughter of ASM founder Akram al-Hourani, a
major figure in Syrian and Baathist history; and the Sunni theologian Jawdat Said),
and, last but not least, the Muslim Brotherhood (MB). Any form of contact with the MB
had until then been considered a ‘red line’ for the opposition, sure to provoke a
crackdown by the regime - but now, nothing happened.

The Syrian regime was under severe pressure, trapped in a cold war with the USA,
France and Saudi Arabia. It had been forced out of Lebanon following the Hariri
assassination in February 2005, and some observers felt this spelled the end of
Bashar’s rule."" The former Vice President Abdelhalim Khaddam, an ally of Hariri, had
left for Europe and was preparing to join the opposition. A few days before the signing
of the Declaration, Syria’s minister of interior, Ghazi Kenaan, “committed suicide”
after being embroiled in the Hariri affair. Days later, UN investigator Detlev Mehlis
issued a report on the Hariri killing that pointed straight at Syria: a pre-release copy
mentioned Bashar’s brother Maher and his brother-in-law Asef Shawkat as possible
instigators. (Some of the Mehlis testimony has since been tainted by witness scandals,
and investigations are now said to focus on Lebanese assassins connected to
Hezbollah - which, of course, does not rule out Syrian complicity.)"?

However, the Damascus Declaration signatories were strange bedfellows, with little in
common except their opposition to the Assad regime. Already in January 2006, a
Clarification Communiqué'® had to be issued, to address concerns about the role of
Islam and the Declaration’s alleged soft-pedalling of Syria’s Arab character, which had
irked nationalist and secularist participants such as the Nasserist DASU and the
Marxist CAP.
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As the regime began to apply pressure to the opposition again, and with the
international tide slowly turning back in Syria’s favour, the cracks widened. In March
2006, MB leader Bayanouni joined with Khaddam to create the National Salvation
Front (NSF). This caused serious strains within the Damascus Declaration. Most
members wanted nothing to do with Khaddam, and many secularists and dissidents of
minority background feared that the MB was trying to build a Sunni bloc to dominate
the opposition. Again, it was the DASU which led the charge, having all along wanted
to keep the MB at arm’s length. (A leaked US diplomatic cable claims that the DASU’s
role in the Declaration “had been permitted by the [regime] as a wedge to create
division among reformist ranks”.'*) Still, the Islamists were not expelled; the MB is
Syria’s largest opposition group. Without them the Declaration could not credibly
claim to represent the entire opposition, never mind the country.

Further problems ensued in December 2007, when a congress was called at the home
of Riad Seif to reorganise the Declaration into a political movement. The DASU'’s
Abdelazim failed to win a seat, and withdrew in protest, claiming the electorate had
been stacked with anti-NDG independents. The elections saw Fida al-Hourani
appointed head of the National Council - a kind of shadow parliament - and a
reasonably fair distribution of ideological and sectarian backgrounds in the executive
17-member Secretariat. Day-to-day decisions, however, would be taken by the
Secretariat’s five-member Presidential Board, headed by Riad Seif, and also including
Riad al-Turk and another well-known opposition hardliner, Ali al-Abdullah.

This seemed like a victory for liberals like Seif, Turk’s SDPP, and some Kurdish and
Islamist members. These groups favoured a more risk-taking strategy of opposition,
were less impressed by the regime’s Arab Nationalist credentials, and, at least
according to their critics, more amenable to the idea of foreign support. As a result,
the leftist-nationalist bloc around the DASU, including the CAP and some individual
dissidents, froze their membership of the Declaration. Relations were further inflamed
around Christmas 2007, when Riad al-Turk was quoted as thanking President George
W. Bush for demanding the release of Syrian prisoners-of-conscience, greatly
upsetting the Arab Nationalists.!” At around the same time, the regime began
arresting and questioning the leaders elected in December, paralysing Declaration
activities in Syria.®

On April 9, 2009, a hitherto unknown Temporary Secretariat Abroad suddenly
announced that it would be taking charge, since it had become impossible to continue
work in Syria.'"” Heading the group was Anas al-Abdeh, leader of a recently created
Sunni Islamist exile group called the Movement for Justice and Development (M]D),®
which had not been among the original signatories. The seven-member secretariat
included representatives of the Kurdish groups, the Assyrian Democratic Organization
and the SDPP. However, all were exiles, and both the nationalist tendency and the MB
were left out. The MB refused to recognise the new secretariat, and some called the
move a coup.'® (At the same time, all factions claimed to support the original
Damascus Declaration, making their disavowal of the Temporary Secretariat
somewhat ambiguous.)

The M]JD’s oversized influence - the group is very small, and has no history in the
opposition - appears to rest on its control of funding for the London-based Barada TV,*
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which was launched in April 2009 as a mouthpiece of the Damascus Declaration. Run
by full-time professionals, the channel represents a major step forward for opposition
PR, but reports of American financing*" and a controversial editorial line - radical
opposition, with an occasional Sunni sectarian slant* - have further alienated parts of
the opposition inside Syria. Still, this surviving faction of the Damascus Declaration®
retains symbolic value, some support, and an important resource in the form of
Barada TV.

The Muslim Brotherhood of Syria*

The Syrian branch of the Muslim Brotherhood* was founded in 1944. It participated
pragmatically in parliamentary politics, but began to radicalise quickly after the
Baathist takeover in 1963, which had heightened social and sectarian tension in Syria.
In 1970-1975 the group split along regional and ideological lines, and the radical
Hama branch spawned a Jihadist splinter faction, the Fighting Vanguard, which in
1976 began attacking Baathist and Alawite targets. The regime publicly blamed the
MB, which after some hesitation joined the battle in September 1979. In the end, the
rebels were defeated using brutal measures, most infamously the Hama massacre of
February 1982. The Fighting Vanguard was extirpated by 1985, while the MB was
forced into exile, and spent over a decade dealing with internal splits.

Under Ali Sadreddine al-Bayanouni (1996-2010) the reunited MB has called for
negotiations with the regime, moderated its agenda, and tried to reconnect with
secular opposition groups. These efforts culminated in two documents, the National
Compact of 2002, which was drafted in collaboration with secular exiles, and the MB'’s
own Political Project for the Future Syria of 2004, which argues for a non-sectarian
multi-party democracy. The Damascus Declaration (2005) has helped reintegrate the
MB in the general body of the opposition, but Bayanouni’s participation in the 2006
National Salvation Front (NSF) was widely criticised as a sell-out. In January 2009,
Bayanouni again attempted to appease the regime by publicly “suspending opposition”
during the Israeli assault on Gaza. This led to the disintegration of the NSF,?® but the
regime refused to open talks. In 2010, as Bayanouni’s mandate expired, he was
succeeded by Mohammed Riad al-Shaqgfa, in what some saw as a hardening of the
group’s stance.?’

The MB is the single largest Syrian opposition group. Despite having had no
significant presence in Syria since its military defeat, it remains a symbol of opposition
for many conservative Sunnis, and could potentially reorganise quickly inside the
country. However, much has changed on the ground since the 1980s. While Syrian
society is now more openly devout than in the past, a relegalised MB would also face
tough competition from other conservative preachers and groups, which have
proliferated in Syria during the past decade.?®

The National Salvation Front and Abdelhalim Khaddam?®

In spring 2006, the MB joined with former Vice President Abdelhalim Khaddam to
form the National Salvation Front.* It managed to attract a small number of exiles,
but was shunned by most major opposition groups. The main reason was the presence
of Khaddam, who had spent over four decades serving the Baath regime, and had a
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reputation for corruption. He broke with the Assad family only after it turned on him
in 2005, following the Hariri assassination affair; as one of the regime’s few powerful
Sunnis, Khaddam had been close to the Hariris and their Saudi sponsors.

In 2009 the NSF fell apart after the MB left the group, and Saudi Arabia and the
Hariri family reached an understanding with the Syrian regime. Khaddam scaled down
his activities, and closed his private satellite channel, Zenobia TV. The NSF has since
been regarded as a spent force, but it is possible that today’s volatile situation could
enable Khaddam to make another bid for power.

Refaat al-Assad & Sons

Refaat al-Assad, brother of Hafez and uncle of Bashar, was thrown out of Syria after
attempting to seize power in 1983.*" He lives in Europe, until recently in Marbella, but
now in London. Using his personal wealth and Saudi support, he continues to keep a
number of retainers and front groups on his payroll, including the supposedly
pan-Arab United National Group,** the Knights of Refaat al-Assad in Lebanon,* and
the ANN satellite channel.*

Refaat formerly had a major power base among the Alawites central to Syria’s security
establishment, and there may be lingering sympathies for him in these circles. To the
population at large, on the other hand, he is remembered chiefly for corruption,
brutality and Alawite sectarianism, to an even greater extent than Hafez, and certainly
more so than Bashar. The mainstream opposition refuses to deal with him. Perhaps to
offset this, Refaat’s son Ribal al-Assad has in recent years been launched as the new
face of the family.*

A new opposition?

Despite the impressive courage and good faith of many individual dissidents, the
Syrian opposition is structurally weak and disorganised, and manifestly unprepared to
take charge of the country, or even of the current protest movement. Still, most
opposition organisations appear, at the time of writing, to remain intact and active.
Despite increased surveillance and arrests of some high-profile dissidents, including
the leaders of the SDPP and the DASU,*® there has as of yet been no wholesale
repression of the established groups.

Syrian politics are changing fast. The flood of newcomers to the opposition, from
among the youths now defying the government in Syrian streets or connecting with
pro-revolutionary exiles online, will surely overtake some of the veteran groups. But
both the protestors and the regime are presently searching for credible interlocutors,
creating an opportunity for the moderate opposition. Diaspora activists are well
positioned to act as international conduits of information and spokesmen for the
Syrian uprising. Internally, some of the more tightly organised groups, or locally
influential individuals, could plausibly manage to insert themselves in leading roles, as
new political structures begin to take shape inside Syria.

If it manages to seize the day, the established opposition - however weak it may be -
has the chance to wield greater influence than ever before, in this rare revolutionary
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