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The world powers are playing out a drama in Syria. In this drama, the human beings are 

but bits of scenery on the stage of history. The young child who has suddenly become an orphan, 
the widowed mother of three who is forced to flee over the border to Turkey to seek some chance 
of survival, the young man moaning in pain as he dies a hideous death on the battle field -- these 
are mere numbers. The fact that they add up to an http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Syrian_civil_war 
(http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Syrian_civil_war) 100,000 deaths by June, 28,000 reported missing 
and as many as 1.5 million forced to flee to neighboring countries -- what does this matter to 
these forces?

"Arab Spring" and Popular Uprising in Syria
But it didn't start out that way.
In 2011, the "Arab spring" was sweeping the region, and it arrived in Syria in March of 

that year. But just as in Tunisia, Egypt and elsewhere, the uprising in Syria also had its own logic 
and its own causes and they date back decades if not longer.

Assad Regime & Neoliberal Economic "Reforms"
Similar to the Mubarak regime in Egypt, Basher al-Assad could trace the heritage of his 

regime to the radical nationalism that swept the Arab world after WW II. This wave expressed 
itself in the Baath Socialist Party, which gave birth to regimes such as that of Sadam Hussein in 
Iraq and the father of Basher, Hafez Assad. Basher, however, came to power in a very different 
time, when a capitalist "free market" campaign was sweeping the world.

Trained in the West as a doctor, Basher only returned to Syria in 1994 and took power in 
2000. Once in power, he soon sought entry into the World Trade Organization. In order to do 
gain acceptance, he carried out all the usual neo-liberal reforms 
http://www.thedailybeast.com/articles/2013/04/08/in-syria-follow-the-money-to-find-the-roots-
of-the-revolt.html. Among other steps, he opened up Syria to international finance capital, 
allowing such private banks as the Saudi-French bank of Bimo, Fransabank, as well as Citibank 
and HSBC to enter Syria. The same article gives such a clear description of the process, that it is 
worth quoting it extensively:

"The Syrian government attempted to satisfy the demands of the international banks, 
which urged Syria to raise the cap and limit on non-Syrian ownership of local banks from 49 
percent to 60 percent. In 2006, the Syrian regime of Assad and the new guard became the fourth-
largest recipient of foreign direct investment, as well as of Arab Gulf states' investments. The 



foreign and Arab investments ratcheted up from $115 million in 2001 to $1.6 billion in 2006…. 
"At this time, Assad’s policies were indistinguishable from Western neoliberalism. But he 

resisted parallel political liberations, and his main goal was capital accumulation while equality 
and distribution were neglected. While the regime used its power to benefit the few on top, the 
villages and medium-sized cities such as Daraa and Hama were abandoned. The gap between 
the state and these areas, which were left disenfranchised, was filled by the hand of lower level 
and underpaid secret and security police, or Mukhabarat, who relied on coercion and corrupt 
behavior. Islamic charities and schools stepped in to fill in the vacuum that the state created by 
shrinking the welfare facilities in these neglected areas.

"These policies of Bashar al Assad were directly intended to transfer the 'public asset' 
into the hands of crony capitalists, privileged networks, and corporations in order to increase 
the wealth of his inner circle.

Basher al Assad and Citibank – he helped bring them into Syria

"The regime and the gilded circle of al-Assad, like those of Hosni Mubarak of Egypt, 
Zein Al-Abedin Ben Ali of Tunisia, and Ali Abdullah Saleh of Yemen, did gain short-term benefits 
in terms of wealth and capital accumulation from their privatizations and neoliberal policies -- 
all without any of this wealth ever reaching the vast majority of the population…. As their 
leaders celebrated their profits, the people of Syria were left with nothing. This vast separation 
between the wealthy and the poor inevitably led to the revolt of the impoverished, not just in 
Syria, but also in Egypt, Tunisia and Yemen as well as in other Arab countries."

Global Climate Disruption
Another global process that is increasingly being felt and having direct political 

consequences must not be ignored: That is the process of global warming/global climate 
disruption. Some of the poorest regions of Syria, such as Daraa and Homs, have been hit hard in 
the rural areas by a drought. This not only impoverished the farmers, it forced many of them to 
move to the cities, where they also met with poverty and repression.

Drought in Syria



Other Factors
Another factor that has made the situation in Syria different is the fact that the Assad 

regime has been based on the Alawite (Shia-linked) minority. As opposed to other similar 
regimes such as that of Qaddafi in Libya, the Assad regime did not seek to significantly broaden 
out its base. The result was that although that base was narrower, it was more solid. This is part 
of the reason that the regime has been able to hold on up until now.

Also, the Syrian labor movement has been relatively weak. In both Tunisia and Egypt, an 
increasingly active independent labor movement had been developing for several years before 
the "Arab Spring". In both of those former countries, it was general strikes that played the key 
role in forcing out the old regimes. As opposed to this, in Syria the labor movement remained 
strongly under state control. Thus, a call for a general strike in May of 2011 went largely 
unheeded.

Protests in Syria in 2011

Writing from here in the United States, it is not completely clear exactly what was the 
process through which a political struggle was turned into a military one. We do know that the 
rebellion started in March of 2011 as a political uprising from below. The Assad regime 
responded with repression, but this immediately started to lead to a crisis, as military desertions 
started to reach mass proportions. In this process, many mid level and some higher level officers 
started to defect. These defections may have been related to the neoliberal reforms cited above, 
as these reforms alienated some old-line members of the regime whose careers and fortunes were 
tied to the older methods.

These defections helped open the doors to all sorts of foreign capitalist forces. For one 
thing, these capitalist forces could not have permitted the raising of a program against 
neoliberalism. In order to do prevent such a direction, and in order to gain further control over 
the revolt from below, the movement was turned away from a political struggle and towards an 
outright military one. That this met with resistance from below is shown by articles such as this 
one from within Syria, which said, "Another segment, specially among the opposition abroad - 
and this is more dangerous, back the current militarization of the uprising, in order to get a 
foothold in Syria." The same article opposed those forces which sought foreign (e.g. US) military 
aid.  

Thus it was that what originated as a popular revolt from below increasingly got taken 
over by different capitalist forces and capitalist powers. The fact of their influence must have 
made it difficult if not impossible to deepen the rebellion within the ranks of the military by 
making an appeal along economic lines - against the neoliberal policies and for socialism.

"Rebel" Forces' Backers
On the one hand stands the "rebel" forces. These are composed of representatives of US 



capitalism along with representatives of a wing of Arab capitalist regimes such as Qatar and 
Saudi Arabia. To get a glimpse of what these regimes stand for, one merely has to google 
"immigrant labor Arab world". There, one will find one article after another describing how 
immigrant workers from as far away as Sri Lanka, India and the Philippines come to such 
countries to toil away as virtual slave labor, with women often being subject to sexual 
exploitation and rape. Then there is the Erdogan regime in Turkey - a key backer of the "rebels". 
As this article is being written, pictures of massive tear gas clouds over most major cities in 
Turkey are in the news, as Erdogan and company seek to repress protests there. Yes, these are 
truly pro-democracy forces backing the "rebels."

One of the main components of the "rebel" front is the pro-capitalist, reactionary Al 
Nusra Front. This force is reportedly linked to al-Qaeda, and has carried out brutal slaughters in 
Syria. It was either they or similar forces that killed a 14 year old coffee vendor for supposedly 
taking Mohammed's name in vain. If they take power, what sort of "freedom" can be expected? 

Atrocity carried out by the West's “democratic” ally – the al Nusra Front
Then there is the presence of all sorts of unsavory characters such as Croatian General 

Marinko Kresic, veteran of the brutal Croatian "War of Independence" as well as the Bosnian 
War. Kresich is linked to the corrupt and alleged war criminal, former Croatian president Franjo 
Tudjman.

The Western powers claim that they are backing more moderate forces, but what bodies 
and individuals are actually controlling what is unclear. The present leadership of the "rebels" 
appears to be in the Free Syrian Army, headed up at this point by Salim Idris, former general 
under Assad who now denounces (http://www.quotetimes.com/people/136943/salim-
idris#.UcHDtpX3DJw) this "murderous regime" which he served loyally for years. Around him, 
are all sorts of Sunni fundamentalist forces. 

Regional and Global Struggle
The regional and global implications of the war in Syria also must be considered.
Behind Assad stand the Hezbollah, and the Iranian and the Russian regimes. On the other 

side stand the reportedly al-Qaeda linked al Nusra Front, a whole host of Arab states, and several 
Western European regimes as well as that of the United States. Up until recently, the Obama 
administration was unwilling to directly arm the "rebels", partly for fear that the arms would end 
up in the hands of the fundamentalists (they will) and partly because he feared it would be a 
"slippery slope" towards ever greater involvement (it will be). The reputed goal of the Obama 
administration was to simply keep the war going with neither side being able to defeat the other. 
In this way, Iran and Russia would be weakened. As recently as June 5, the British Financial 
Times ran a column http://blogs.ft.com/the-world/2013/06/obama-syria-and-the-return-of-the-
liberal-hawks/ saying that Obama "has given no indication that he believes (the) requirements 



(for direct US intervention) have been met." Within a week, however, the "rebel"-held town of 
Qusayr was retaken by government troops who then started to gather around the "rebel" 
stronghold of Aleppo. Faced with the possibility of an outright victory on the part of the US 
rivals - Russia and Iran - Obama quickly turned face, suddenly "discovered" that there was proof 
that Assad had used chemical weapons, and made plans to arm the "rebels". Not included 
amongst the arms he will be sending them are surface to air missiles, since these might be used 
in the future to shoot down Israeli planes whenever they decide to carry out their next bombing 
adventure.

Sykes-Picot Agreement
In addition to devastating Syrian society, this war is destabilizing the entire region. Until 

recent years, regional politics revolved around the arrangements made by the main victors of 
WW I. That was a war fought to decide which imperialist power would get to loot which part of 
the colonial world. Under the Sykes Picot Agreement, the former Ottoman Empire was carved up 
between the British and French capitalists. The borders of the region were set by them, rather 
than by historical logic or the wishes of the peoples of the region.

Sykes-Picot map – different colors represent different European countries area of control

Now, that entire arrangement is starting to break down. One aspect of the Syrian war, for 
instance, involves the Kurdish peoples, who have already achieved semi-autonomy in their part 
of Iraq. If they also achieve a similar position in Syria, then this will further destabilize other 
countries with a large Kurdish area, especially Turkey.

Then there is the role of Hezbollah, which has regional ambitions. As one Arab blogger 
wrote (http://english.al-akhbar.com/content/hezbollah-and-new-levant) regarding Hezbollay's 
goals: "In the first phase, it requires the elimination of all narrow viewpoints, whether we call it 
'an independent national decision' or 'my country first.' This means all of the people of the 
Levant, from Palestine and Jordan to Lebanon and Syria, to Iraq, Turkey, and the Arabian Gulf 
(must unite as one)." This sounds similar to the goals of the pan Arabism of Nasser and the Baath 
Socialist Party, except that it is based on religious fundamentalism rather than radical 
nationalism; all people of the region are one "nation" based on their common religion rather than 
their all being Arabs. (In this, Islamic fundamentalist nationalism actually has something in 
common with Zionism, which preaches that all Jews everywhere are one nation.) 

Pan Arabism or Islamic Fundamentalist Nationalism?
Pan Arabism was completely unable to unite the region, because it was unable to 

overcome the conflicting interests of different capitalist cliques and regional groupings. 



Hezbollah or any such religious fundamentalist - what amounts to Islamic nationalism - will be 
equally unsuccesful. The difference is that at least the pan Arabism was rooted to an extent in a 
rising, anti-capitalist mood amongst many millions of Arab people, whereas Islamic 
fundamentalist nationalism is based on a defeat of the working class.

The recent meeting of the G 8 was consumed with a debate between Obama and Putin 
regarding the fate of Syria. They have no more concern for the people of Syria than did the 
British and French leaders who carved up the old Ottoman Empire had for those who lived there 
at that time. It is certain that as the Obama administration starts supplying arms to the "rebels", 
Putin and the Iranian regime will come under pressure to further arm Assad. The old arrangement 
(Sykes-Picot) was reached through a bloody world war. No new arrangement is even in sight, but 
if it is reached, it will be through a similarly bloody process. 

Worldwide Rebellion
Meanwhile, the peoples of the world continue to rise up and struggle to resolve their 

problems. To the "Arab Spring" of several years ago must be now added the mass revolt in 
Turkey. The latest to join the ranks is Brazil, where mass protests are now underway. These are 
the forces that can help the Syrian workers, peasants and youth find an alternative to bloodshed, 
chaos and exploitation. Ultimately, in order to achieve that alternative, they will have to 
overthrow the capitalist system itself.

From Greece to Brazil to Egypt, the worldwide rebellion moves ahead.


