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the war goes on. ISIShasnothesitated to behead Syrian,
Iraqi and Lebanese civilians and captured soldiers. As
with its burning alive of a young Jordanian Air Force
pilot, Moaz al-Kasasbeh, it uses the public murders as
propaganda to recruit jihadists rather than as a nego-
tiating ploy. It has also enslaved, sold and raped hun-
dreds, perhaps thousands, of Kurdish-speaking Yazidi
women, as the United Nations Assistance Mission for
Iraq (UNAMI) and the Office of the UN High Commis-
sioner for Human Rights (OHCHR) have reported.
There is no magic formula to bring the hostages
home, but Turkey has demonstrated that it can persuade
ISIS to release captives. In September, ISIS set free the
49 Turkish hostages it kidnapped in Mosul on June 11,
2014. Turkey denied that it paid ransom, which may
or may not be true. While it attributed the release to a
“rescue operation,” there was no evidence of a struggle,
which means the “rescue” was more likely diplomatic
than military. Turkey’s past support for Islamic funda-
mentalists in Syria has given itleverage that made ransom
irrelevant, because Turkey holds the power to deny ISIS
access to arms, fighters and equipment from its territory

across the border into Syria and Iraq.
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When I was in northern Syria in September 2014,
Armenianvillagerstold me they had seen Turkish military
vehicles bringing Islamist fighters to the border to con-
quer Armenian villages in the area of Kessab last March.
Turkey is not the only enabler of the Islamist fundamen-
talists who have kidnapped and murdered Syrians, Iraqis
and Westerners since 2011. Two other Middle East allies
of the United States and Britain, namely Qatar and Saudi
Arabia, funded the groups that became ISIS throughout
the Syria rebellion against President Assad.

American Vice President Joe Biden admitted as

much to Harvard University’s John F. Kennedy Forum:

And what my constant cry was that our biggest
problem is our allies—our allies in the region were
our largest problem in Syria. The Turks were great
friends—and I have the greatest relationship with
[Turkish President Recep Tayyip] Erdogan, which I
justspentalot of time with—the Saudis, the Emiratis,
etc. What were they doing? They were so determined
to take down Assad and essentially have a proxy
Sunni-Shia war, what did they do? They poured hun-

dreds of millions of dollars and tens, thousands of
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tons of weapons into anyone who would fight against
Assad except that the people who were being supplied
were an-Nusra and al-Qaeda and the extremist ele-

ments of jihadis coming from other parts of the world.

What Biden neglected to say was that America’s allies
conducted that policy with the knowledge of the United
States, which did nothing to stop it. The weapons sup-
plied to the fanatics were manufactured in the US, and
American intelligence in Turkey knew which rebels
Turkey, Qatar and Saudi Arabia were assisting. More-
over, the moving forces within ISIS, including its mer-
curial leader Abu Bakr al-Baghdadi, were graduates of
the American prison system in Iraq, where previously
non-political Sunni Muslims became radicals.

ISIS’s brutal rise has complicated the alignment
of foreign forces in Syria. In 2014, the United States
reversed its policy from threatening to bomb the Syrian
regime to bombing its enemies. This gave the regime
hope. It saw that not only would it survive, but that
it would become, however covertly, a partner of the
nations that had worked most assiduously to remove

it. I was in Syria just before the US began bombing
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ISIS-held towns, with the predictable civilian casualties
and targets that turned out to be grain silos and private
houses, and Syrian officials were anticipating American
involvement with satisfaction.

Contacts with the US had been underway at least
since June 20, when Syrian presidentialadviser Bouthaina
Shaaban met former US President Jimmy Carter and
former Assistant Secretary of State for Near Eastern
Affairs Jeffrey Feltman in Oslo. Feltman was attending a
conference as a newly appointed UN official, but he still
had his State Department connections. Officials present
athis meeting with Dr. Shaaban recounted a conversation
in which Feltman told her, “We know President Assad is
going to stay, but you know what President Obama said.
So, how can we solve the problem?” Having said for four
years that Assad must go, Obama has yet to explain why
Assad can, for the time being, stay. This change would not
be unusual for an American president, since the recurring
theme in US-Syria relations throughout the Assad era
has been one of hostility followed by cooperation—that
is, cooperation when both sides needed it.

During the early years of Hafez al-Assad’s rule,
Richard Nixon and Henry Kissingerrefused all dealings
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with the ostensibly pro-Soviet ruler. The October 1973
war, launched by Egypt and Syria to regain territories
Israel occupied in 1967, put an end to that. Kissinger

flew to Damascus in December 1973 and wrote later:

Withal, I developed a high regard for Assad. In the
Syrian context he was moderate indeed. He leaned
toward the Soviets as the source of his military equip-
ment. But he was far from being a Soviet stooge.

He had a first-class mind allied to a wicked sense of

@ humor. @

The US opened an embassy in Damascus in 1974 and
enjoyed a brief honeymoon with Assad pére, until his
meddling in Lebanon made him persona non grata again
in Washington. A near victory by Palestinian comman-
dosin Lebanon’s civil warin 1976 prompted Kissinger to
ask Assad to send his army into Lebanon to control the
Palestine Liberation Organization and save Lebanon’s
Christians.

By 1982, the US was again fed up with Assad for
giving aid to Yasser Arafat. That turned out to be

disastrous for Arafat. Syrian tolerance of his actions
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only worsened his situation and that of his people as
Palestinian commandos had a part in dividing and
ruining Lebanon. Ronald Reagan let the Israelis drive
Assad’s army out of most of Lebanon. A few years later,
when Hezbollah was making life unbearable in West
Beirut and Westerners were easy pickings for kidnap-
pers, the first Bush administration invited Syria back
into the region that its army had evacuated in 1982.
This was followed by another freeze in relations that
ended when Bush and his secretary of state, James
Baker, asked Syria to take part in the war to expel Iraq
from Kuwait. Assad obliged, making him a temporary
hero at the White House if something of a pariah to
those of his citizens who were Arab nationalists.

After September 11, the US rendered terrorism
suspects to Syria for torture. That relationship ended
with the assassination of former Lebanese Prime
Minister Rafic Hariri in 2005 and Syria’s humiliat-
ing withdrawal from Lebanon after it was accused of
conspiring against Hariri. If his father survived the
ups and downs of that seesaw, young Bashar, who suc-
ceeded him in 2000, has a good chance of riding out

a rebellion that has become, as he had prematurely
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claimed at its inception, an uprising of fanatics and
terrorists who want to take Syria into a dark age.

As Bashar’s prospects improve with each Amer-
ican sortie against his enemies in the east of the coun-
try, Damascus and the populous towns to the north
have been enjoying a respite of sorts from war. The
Syrian Ministry of Education reported that, of the
22,000 schools in the country, more than 17,000 of
them reopened on time in the middle of September
2014. Needless to say, almost all of the functioning
schools were in government-held areas. The sougs in
the old city of Damascus, unlike their more exten-
sive and now destroyed counterparts in Aleppo, have
remained open. Shops selling meat, vegetables, spices
and other basic items to the local population have
thrived, although the tourist boutiques in and around
the famous Souq Hamadiyeh had no customers apart
from UN workers and a few diplomats. At night, restau-
rants in most neighborhoods were on my many visits,
if not full, nearly so. Everything from wine to grilled
chicken is plentiful, albeit at prices higher than before
the war. Traffic remains heavy, although somewhat less

obstructed since June 2014 when the government felt
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confident enough to remove many of its checkpoints.
Electricity has been intermittent, and those who can
afford private generatorsrelied on themin the off-hours.

In the old city of Damascus, where I stayed in
September in an Ottoman palace converted into a
hotel, I heard each morning at eight the roar of Syrian
warplanes. They ran bombing missions on the suburb
of Jobar, not more than a few hundred yards from the
old city’s walls. Most of Jobar’s inhabitants fled long
ago, and its buildings have dissolved to rubble under
relentless shelling. The rebels are said to be safe
underground in tunnels that they or their prisoners
have dug over the past two years. They fire the occa-
sional mortar, which the Damascenes ignore. People
in the city refuse to see and hear the violence in their
suburbs, much as Beverly Hills ignored riots in Watts
in 1965 and 1992. It becomes easy to pretend there is
no war, unless a bomb falls too close or kills someone
you know. One morning as I was driving through the
upscale Abu Rummaneh quarter, a rebel mortar shell
whistled overhead, hit a fuel storage tank and sent
black smoke soaring into the sky. Yet the shoppers

around the corner went on as if nothing happened.
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Jobar was one of the few outlying areas of the
capital still in rebel hands in late 2014, but the gov-
ernment has dealt more successfully with the others.
It has recaptured some, like Mleiha on August 14.
In others, a UN official said, the strategy has been
subtler. Commanders from the warring sides make
local agreements not to fight one another. “Local
agreements for them are just stages of their military
strategy,” said a United Nations official involved in
talks between the two sides. “Fragment areas. Iso-
late them. Besiege them, until the people understand
that they are not going to win the war and are going to
negotiate. The opposition calls this a policy of kneel
or starve. ... The government uses the term ‘reconcil-
iation.” We call it ‘surrender.””

A young Druze friend, who like the rest of his com-
munity has struggled not to take sides, said, “People
are exhausted. Even those who fought the regime are
moving toward reconciliation.” It is hard to blame
them, when more than 200,000 Syrians have died and
another nine million have become refugees inside and
outside their country in a war that has, to date, achieved

nothing except death and destruction.
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“It’s a lot quieter in Damascus,” admitted a UN aid
worker, “butthere are otherplacesthatare onfire.” Yetthe
fire is burning far to the north and east of Damascus, many
miles from the heartland of populated Syria. The roads
west to Lebanon and north from Damascus to Homslook
as if central Damascus has become a green zone that is
contiguous with the regions the regime considers vital to
its survival. The first sight as I drove on the highway north
out of the capital in the summer of 2014 was the district
of Harasta, destroyed and mostly deserted. Then came
Adra, an industrial town that was brutally captured in
2013 by Islamists who massacred its Alawite inhabitants.
Shortly after I drove past, the government took it back
and invited its industrial workers to return.

Farther north, the highway crosses open land of
farms and peasanthamlets. In 2013, the route there was
not safe. Bandits and rebels alike set up flying check-
points to demand money or cars and to kidnap those
who looked prosperous enough to afford ransom. It was
ano-go zone for minority sects like the Alawites, Ismai-
lis, and Christians, as well as for visiting Westerners.
A year later, the atmosphere had changed. The rebels

in Homs, said in 2011 to be the cradle of the revolution,
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surrendered their positions to the government and left
with their light weapons in May 2014. Only the district
of Al Wa’er, about a mile from the old city, remained in
rebel hands and under regime siege. There was a tense
and regularly violated truce, but the city had been paci-
fied. Some civilians returned home, even to houses that
needed rebuilding after four years of fighting. Chris-
tians fleeing from areas taken by ISIS and the Islamic
Front groups found temporary refuge in an Armenian
church in the city, and local aid organizations helped
people of all sects.

The road west from Homs toward the sea was by
mid-2014 safe for anyone not allied to the rebels. The
famed Krak des Chevaliers Crusader fortress, from
which rebels were able to shell the highway and nearby
villages, had reverted to the government. So had the
towns of Qosair and Qalamoun, which the rebels
needed to keep their lines of supply open to Lebanon.
The road runs through fields where the apple harvest
has begun and the olives would soon be collected. The
coastal city of Tartous was buzzing with life, as if there
had never been a war. The ferry to Arwad Island, where

families go for lunch, was running every 20 minutes.
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Farther north, the port of Latakia has suffered shelling
only on the rare occasions that rebels took positions in
the Alawite hills above it until the army quickly pushed
them back. It may sound odd to anyone outside Syria
who has followed the conflict, but the beach in front of
my hotel in Latakia was filled with families swimming
and not a few women in bikinis.

There was fear, however, that a major onslaught
by ISIS and similar jihadist groups would put an end
to these pockets of ordinary life. It is hard for Syrians
to accept that the countries in the Gulf and elsewhere
that supported ISIS with arms, financing and fighters
are now signing up to an American coalition to bring
it down. Yet ISIS may have gone too far, even for its
backers. The caliphate that it declared in parts of Syria
and Iraq struck a strong chord with Islamist fanatics
in Saudi Arabia, Qatar, Turkey and other states that
had facilitated the group’s rapid and rabid expansion.
These states must fear that the movement they brought
to Syria will come to haunt them. “It’s like the lion
tamer,” an Arab diplomat in Damascus told me. “He
feeds and trains the lion, but the lion might kill him at

the right moment.”
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NO EVENT LOOMS LARGER IN MODERN
Syrian history than the Great Syrian Revolt of 1925.
Syrians recall it as a nationalist revolution against for-
eign occupation, while to French Général Andréa, in
his memoir of its suppression, “C’est du banditisme tout
pur.” That insurrection erupted unexpectedly, like the
rebellion against President Bashar al-Assad in March
2011, during a drought in the Hauran, a plateau rich in
wheat and vines beside arugged basalt mountain south
of Damascus. Similarities between the rebellions of
1925 and 2011 are many. Both started with petitions
and non-violent demonstrations over discontent with
local governors. Both caught the authorities unawares.
Both spread to Homs before engulfing the rest of the

country. Both received weapons from Turkey, Saudi
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Arabia and Jordan. Both comprised rival factions of
secularists and Islamists, democrats and theocrats,
tribesmen and city sophisticates, Syrians and outsid-
ers. Both, despite provoking bombardment from air-
planes and heavy artillery, enjoyed initial success. The
first was defeated, and the second—despite the gains
made by the fundamentalist Islamic State in Iraq and
Syria (ISIS)—islosing as well.

Every Syrian governmentsince the final departure
of the French Army on April 17, 1946, has claimed to
incarnate the spirit of the Great Revolt. Yet each Syrian
government found itself in the position of the French,
governing and modernizing a country that tended to
resist both projects. France’s High Commissioners,
like their indigenous successors, failed to absorb the
greatest lesson of four centuries of Ottoman trial and
error in Syria: to govern well, govern little. The Turks,
while introducing haphazard and occasional reforms
and hanging fomenters of sectarian warfare, barely
tampered with the structure of governance they inher-
ited from Rome, Byzantium and the Omayyads. That
is to say, they left the tribes and sects to their local

chiefs. The French, as well as the assorted civilian
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and military regimes that followed in their wake, were
more ambitious.

Governing Syria has never been easy, as the com-
manders of punitive expeditions from Titus to the Otto-
mans’ lastgeneral could attest. Two yearsinto the French
League of Nations Mandate over Syria and Lebanon, a
Scottish traveler, Helen Cameron Gordon, toured the
country and later described conditions that would daunt

any sovereign, foreign orlocal. She wrote:

Her inhabitants are made up of at least a dozen dif-
ferent races, mainly Asiatic; and worse still, of about
thirty religious sects, all suspicious and jealous of

each other.

Amongst Christians alone, there are seventeen high
dignitaries with the title of Patriarch, and other
leaders politically minded and steeped in intrigue:
Moslems, Druses, Ismaelites, Nosairis [Alawites],
Yessides and various sub-sects too numerous to men-
tion. Influence, that is pernicious, is brought to bear
upon them from outside, which they are themselves

unequal to combat, and sometimes prone to pay too
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much attention. Is it to be wondered that amongst
officers of the Army of the Levant, ithas become pro-
verbial that peace is only in the shadow of their bay-

onets and within the radius of their machine-guns?

Sir Mark Sykes, in his Dar Ul-Islam: A Record of a Jour-
ney through Ten of the Asiatic Provinces of Turkey (1904),

similarly observed:

The population of Syria is so inharmonious a gath-
ering of widely different races in blood, in creed,
and in custom, that government is both difficult and

dangerous.

Yet the history of Syria’s fragile mosaic is one of surpris-
ing coexistence and tolerance. Take Ahmad Badred-
dine Hassoun, who recounted with fondness a drive he
made with his wife from Montreal via Toronto to New
York in 1994. Somewhere past Niagara Falls, the couple
stopped at a McDonald’s. All the seats were taken. “I
was dressed like this,” Hassoun said, pulling at the lapel
of his robes, “and my wife was in hijab.” An American

man, aged about 65, got up and offered them his table.
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When Hassoun declined, the man insisted, “I'm an
American, and I can gohome and eat. You are my guest.”
The gesture impressed Hassoun, who became
grand mufti, or chief Sunni Muslim religious scholar,
of Syria 11 years later: “A good human being is a good
human being. I don’t know if that man was Jewish,
Christian or Muslim.” Mufti Hassoun belies the ste-
reotype of the Muslim clergyman. He has preached in
the Christian churches of Aleppo, Syria’s second city,
and he has invited bishops to speak in his mosque. His
official interpreter is an Armenian Christian. “I am
the mufti for all of Syria, for Muslims, Christians and
non-believers,” he says, an ecumenical sentiment plac-
ing him at odds with more fundamentalist colleagues
among the religious scholars known as the ulema.

The contrast with many other Sunni Muslim
clergymen is stark. Another Syrian mullah, Sheikh
Adnan al-Arour, broadcasts regularly from Saudi Arabia
with a different message: “The problem is actually with
some minoritiesand sectsthatsupporttheregime...and
I mention in particular the Alawite sect. We will never
harm any one of them who stood neutral, but those who

stood against us, I swear by Allah, we will grind them
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and feed them to the dogs.” Another Sunni preacher,
the Egyptian Sheikh Mohammad al-Zughbey, went
further: “Allah! Kill that dirty small sect [the Alawites].
Allah! Destroy them. Allah! They are the Jews’ agents.
Kill them all...Itis aholyjihad.”

“I don’t believe in holy or sacred wars or places,”
Hassoun said. “The human being is sacred, whether
Muslim, Christian, Jewish or non-believer. Defend his
rights as if you are defending the holy books.” His tol-
erance and acceptance of the secular state in Syriahave
earned the mufti condemnation as a mouthpiece for a
repressive regime and threats from Salafist Muslims,
whose interpretation of Islam excludes tolerance of
atheists, Christians and Shiites. Yet the mufti’s views
are notatypical in Syria, where Islam and Christianity
have coexisted for 15 centuries, and which the Greek
poet Meleager of Gadara called, in the first century
BC, “one country which is the whole world.”

The world of communities dwelling in Syria
includes its Sunni Muslim Arab majority alongside
a multitude of minorities: Sunni Kurds; Armenian
and Arab Christians of Catholic, Orthodox and

Protestant denominations; Assyrians; Circassians;
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Kurdish Yazidis, with their roots in the teachings of
Zoroaster; and the quasi-Shiite Muslim sects of Druze,
Ismailisand Alawites. The Syrian population included
a few thousand Jews, descendants of ancient commu-
nities, until 1992. The country is one of the few places
where Aramaic, the regional lingua franca at the time
of Christ, is still spoken. In one Aramaic-speaking vil-
lage, Maalula, it was not unusual for Muslim women to
pray with Christians for the births of healthy children
at the convent of Saint Takla.

During centuries of productive coexistence, there
were only two outbreaks of sectarian conflict that
resulted in massacres. Both took place in the mid-19th
century, when Christians were accumulating wealth
thanks to their association with Christian business-
men from Europe. In the first, a minor incident in
Aleppo in 1850 sparked a Muslim massacre of Chris-
tians and the burning of several churches. No more
than a dozen Christians were killed, but many more
lost property to looters and vandals. Ten years later,
a similar incident in Damascus led to the massacre of
11,000 Christians. Nineteenth-century Christians

were close to the Europeans who came to dominate
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the country’s economic life, and today’s Christians
and Alawites are seen as too close to a regime that
many Sunni Muslims detest as much as their ancestors
did the Europeans. Those who have done well out of
42 years of Assad family rule now fear the revolution

may end with that bloody history repeating itself.

France’sArméeduLevantengagedinnearly continuous
counterinsurgency from the moment it invaded Syria.
The Alawite minority under Salih al-Ali fought the
French for a year in the northwest, as did a largely
Sunni force led by a Kurdish former Ottoman officer,
Ibrahim Hananu, around Aleppo. In the Hauran and
its mountain, alternately called Jabal Hauran and Jabal
Druze, the French skirmished often with King Feisal’s
former partisans, who made cross-border raids from
his brother Abdallah’s new principality of Transjor-
dan. Many Druze fought them until 1922, when France
granted a “Druze Charter of Independence” with local
autonomy and an elected Druze Majlis or Council. By

the time Général Maurice Sarrail, France’s third High
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Commissioner in four years, disembarked in Beirut on
January 2, 1925, Syria had been subdued.

Nowhere appeared quieter than the formerly turbu-
lent Druze region in the highlands of the Hauran. The
Majlishad even chosen a French officer, Captain Gabriel
Carbillet, as governor in July 1923, when they could not
agree on a Druze candidate. Carbillet was a man of the
Left, anti-clerical and a Freemason, who determined
to bring égalité to the Druze by enfeebling their aris-
tocracy. Joyce Laverty Miller wrote in the International

Journal of Middle East Studiesin 1977:

Carbillet proved to be an ambitious and zeal-
ous reformer. In the course of a year, he opened
twenty-three new schools, equalized the civil laws,
opened a court of appeals at al-Suwaida (the capital
city of Jabal-Druze), constructed an extensive system
of irrigation, built roads, disarmed the population,

and used the forced labor of prisoners and peasants.

Amonghisachievements was to bring running water for
the firsttime to Suwaida. He also built five museums, but

his use of conscripted corvée labor caused resentment.
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So too did his collective punishment of Druze peasants
and sheikhs alike, whom he forced to break rocksunder
the Syrian sun. Like George W. Bush’s neoconservative
true believers in occupied Iraq, Carbillet had a vision.
He asked, “Should I leave these chiefs to continue their
oppression of a people who dream ofliberty?”

France introduced something new into Syrian life,
something that lingers to this day. In his book Syria and
Lebanon Under French Mandate, Stephen Hemsley
Longrigg writes, “Rigid control of personal movement
was established. The use of schoolmasters as informers
was everywhere practiced. Punishments, for offenses
sometimes trivial, were arbitrary and even capricious.
The sensitiveness of Druze pride was repeatedly
offended.”

Like the Trojan War, the Great Syrian Revolt of
1925 resulted from breaches of hospitality. As Paris stole
his host’s wife, functionaries from Third Republic Paris
made a gross faux pas in the village of Qraya on July 7,
1922. Armed soldiers broke into the house of Sultan
Pasha al-Atrash, who was away, to arrest a Shiite named
Adham Kanjar on charges of attempting to assassinate

the High Commissioner, Général Henri Gouraud.
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Al-Atrash, a31-year-old hotspur with penetrating azure
eyes and formidable moustaches, a visual embodiment
of the noble Druze warrior, had served in the Ottoman
Army before defecting in 1918 to Sherif Feisal and the
British. When the absent al-Atrash discovered the
French had desecrated his house, he demanded Kan-
jar’s return. The French refused. Al-Atrash, as a nota-
ble whose prestige depended on his power to protect
others, attacked a train he mistakenly believed to be
carrying the prisoner to Damascus. The French retali-
ated by demolishing his house and ordering his capture.
Hefled, returning a year later under an amnesty.

The Observer, in an article on August 9, 1925,
sub-headed “Quarrel with a Young Governor,”
traced the revolt’s spark to a subsequent violation of
the Druze code of hospitality. The “young governor,”
Captain Carbillet, had overseen the construction of
the first hotel in the Druze capital at Suwaida and
required travelers to lodge there rather than as guests

in private houses. The Observer wrote:

[Nesib] al-Atrash Bey pleaded that the century-old

traditions of hospitality could not thus be broken,
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and finally roundly suggested that the Governor was
financially interested in the fortunes of the hotel, and
refused to yield, whereupon the notables guilty of
having opened their houses to travelers were seized

and sent to break stones on the roads.

The al-Atrash family appealed to the senior French offi-
cial in Syria, newly arrived High Commissioner Sarrail,
in February 1925. Sarrail, like Carbillet in a minority
among French officers as a staunch republican and pro-
gressive, declined to receive the 40-man delegation.
When they persisted, he arrested their leaders. Nesib
Bey al-Atrash was reported to have told the French,
“Very well. Rifles will speak.” The arrested Druze were
sent to France’s new prison in the desert at Palmyra,
where Sarrail’s secretary, Paul Coblentz, admitted that
treatment “was certainly not always comparable with
the methods used in similar cases in Europe.”

In March 1925, Captain Carbillet went to France on
leave. A more conservative officer, Captain Antoine Ray-
naud, filled in for him. Raynaud’s light-handed gover-
nance made him popular, especiallyamong thelandlords.

When a French parliamentarian, Auguste Brunet of the
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Radical Party, came to Beirut on what a later era would
call a fact-finding mission, Druze delegates presented
him with a petition calling on France to make Raynaud’s
appointment permanent. Brunet ignored the petition,
and Sarrail once again rebuffed their deputation.

The Druze graduated from polite petitions to public
protest. Their newly formed Patriotic Club staged a
demonstration on the morning of July 3 in front of the
Majlis in Suwaida, where Captain Raynaud was presid-
ing over a council session. About 400 Druze horsemen
shouted demands, chanted war songs and carried weap-
ons, while refraining from violence. When French-offi-
cered gendarmes dispersed them, though, shots were
exchanged between one Druze leader, Hussein Mur-
shid, and French Lieutenant Maurel. Neither man was
hit, and the Druze offered an immediate apology. Cap-
tain Raynaud, despite the fact that the demonstrators’
goal was to retain him as governor, commanded the
Druze to pay alarge fine and turn over 20 young men for
detention. He also ordered the immediate demolition
of the house of Hussein Murshid. The Druze religious
sheikhs intervened to prevent bloodshed, agreeing that

the community would pay the fine and turn over the
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young men. But destruction of a Druze house was not
acceptable.

French troops appeared at Murshid’s house to tear
it down, but Sultan al-Atrash, hundreds of mounted
men and neighbors with rifles forced them to withdraw.
Raynaud sent a warning to High Commissioner Sarrail
that discontent was leading inevitably to revolution.
Sarrail dismissed Raynaud and assigned an officer from
the Intelligence Corps, Major Tommy Martin, to fill his
post pending Carbillet’s return. Sarrail summoned five
Druze chiefs, including Sultan al-Atrash, to Damascus.
Fearing a trap, Sultan declined. He was not surprised
when Sarrail arrested the others at their Damascus hotel
and sent them to Palmyra.

Up to that time, the Druze had not demanded an
end to the French Mandate, any more than Dera’a’s
demonstrators in early March 2011 initially sought to
depose Bashar al-Assad. Their request for one French
officer to replace another implied recognition of the
Mandate. Similarly, the Dera’a protesters’ call in 2011
for the dismissal of a governor who had crossed a line
by torturing children acknowledged the president’s

authority to replace local officials who violated the law

4/3/2015 4:59:23 PM



Syria.indd 67

®

A SHATTERED MOSAIC & 67

and trampled on their dignity. When the rulers refused
to listen, the people’s horizons expanded to a future in
which they would choose new rulers.

Captain Carbillet returned from leave on July 19,
but Sarrail did not restore him as governor. The gov-
ernorship had ceased to be the issue, just as Bashar
al-Assad’s belated dismissal of Dera’a’s governor, his
cousin Faisal Kalthum, came too late to pacify the
rebellion against his rule. The Druze and their allies,
including many Sunni Muslims and a few Christians,
demanded nothing less than France’s expulsion and
self-determination in a unified Syria.

On the day of Carbillet’s return, two French recon-
naissance planes spotted Sultan al-Atrash’s growing
insurgent band in the village of Urman. The Druze
fired at the planes, downing one and capturing its two
pilots. This became the date on which the Great Syrian
Revolt is said to have begun. Michael Provence writes
in his excellent history, The Great Syrian Revolt and the
Rise of Arab Nationalism, “Neither rebel leaders nor
the mandate authorities had a clear conception of the
direction and seriousness of the uprising at this early

point.” Nonetheless, both sides escalated the violence.
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The next day, Major Martin sent a force of about
200 French and colonial troops under a Captain
Normand to retrieve the two pilots and crush what
appeared to be a local disturbance. Normand biv-
ouacked on July 21 beside a village halfway between
Salkhad and Suwaida, where Sultan al-Atrash’s
envoys asked him to return to Suwaida for negotia-
tions to end the fighting. Normand declined. During
the battle that followed, Sultan al-Atrash’s Druze
and bedouin warriors destroyed Normand’s force
in about 30 minutes. A few stragglers made their way
back to the garrison at Suwaida, which al-Atrash
attacked the next day, laying siege to the French in
the old citadel.

The destruction of the Normand column galva-
nized latent opposition to the French in Syria. Young
men from Damascusjoined the colors, as did Arab patri-
ots from the recently created neighboring countries.
Abdel-Aziz ibn Saud, who with his Wahhabi follow-
ers ruled the Nejd desert and had recently conquered
Mecca and Medina from Britain’s Hashemite allies,
sent arms and men. Mustapha Kemal Pasha, the Turk-

ish leader who had his own dispute with France over
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Turkey’s border with Syria, supported the rebels in the
north. The French in turn armed Armenian refugees,
barely recovered from massacres by Muslim Turks, as
well as minority Circassians and Arab Christians. The
rebels cut French communications, severing rail and
telegraph lines at different times to Lebanon, Iraq and
Transjordan.

To quell the uprising, Sarrail dispatched Général
Roger Michaud, the Armée du Levant’s commander,
from Beirut to Damascus. Michaud led a large force
south toward the Druze capital to relieve his besieged
countrymen. On August 2, when his force rested
about 12 kilometers short of Suwaida, Sultan al-At-
rash attacked with 500 Druze and bedouin horsemen.
The French drove them back, but, running short of
water, began a withdrawal north the next day. Al-At-
rash attacked again with greater force, annihilating
the French column. Michaud’s second-in-command,
Major Jean Aujac, committed suicide in the field.
Al-Atrash’s men collected more than 2,000 rifles, as
well as machine guns and artillery pieces, from the
dead Frenchmen. Reutersreported, “The French have

evacuated Southern Hauran.”
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French Foreign Minister Aristide Briand none-
theless declared that the situation in Syria was not
dangerous. France faced a greater threat in its Morocco
Protectorate, where insurgents from the Rif Mountain
were humiliating the armies of both France and Spain.
Moroccan success inspired the Syrians, much as the
downfall of the dictators in Tunisia, Egypt and Libya
would 9o years later. But the rebellions in Morocco and
Syriahad far to go.

Unrest spread immediately to Homs, where
so-called “bandits” attacked outlying French posi-
tions and closed roads. The nationalist elite in
Damascus, who had remained quiet, were forced to
support the rebellion or stand accused of treason.
On August 23, al-Atrash requested negotiations with
Sarrail through his old friend Captain Raynaud. Just
as Sarrail had invited Druze leaders to Damascus as
aruse to arrest them, al-Atrash’s offer was a cover for
an assault on Damascus. On August 24, more than
a thousand men from Jabal Druze, the Hauran and
the desert mustered on the city outskirts. Arguments
among their leaders over strategy delayed their

advance, giving French planes time to locate and
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strafe them. North African cavalry then drove them
south.

Muslim soldiers from Algeria and Senegal began
deserting the French army to join the rebels. So did
local levies in France’s Syrian Legion, including the
Legion’s commander in Hama, Fawzi al-Qawugqji, with
all his men. The mutineers held Hama for two days,
until ferocious French bombardment of the ancient
sougs and residential quarters forced the town’s nota-
bles to beg Qawugji to spare the city by withdrawing.

As over the past four years, some rebel leaders
claimed to speak for all Syrians—Arab Sunni Muslims,
the various Shia sects and Christians. But not all the
participants shared that universal vision. In 1925, some
raised the flag of jihad and attacked the Christian town
of Maalula. One of the revolt’s more able leaders, Said

al’As, wrote:

This work was not legitimate and the revolt was
exposed to doubt by their attack and their hostility
against Maalula which alienated the hearts of the
Christian sons of the one nation, our brothers in

nationalism and the homeland.
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As the nationalists regretted the assault on Maalula in
1925, their descendants condemned the jihadist assault
on the same Christian town in 2013. Yet the effect of
both was the same: to drive Christians out of a coun-
try where they have lived since the time of Christ or to
drive them into the arms of the regime, French then
and Baathist now.

By early October, the rebels had the initia-
tive, forcing the French to confront them at times
and places of their choosing. Their next target was
Damascus, which they entered on October 18.
Typical of the disorganization within rebel ranks, the
local commander, Hassan al-Kharrat, invaded the
city before Fawzi al-Qawugqji’s mutineers and Sultan
al-Atrash’s Druze-bedouin cavalry arrived. Entering
the Shaghur quarter, Kharrat shouted, “Rise up, your
brothers the Druze are here!” Most Damascenes, like
their descendants in this century, did not rise up.

As his forces lost control of Damascus, High
Commissioner Sarrail declared martial law and com-
manded the summary execution of Syrians found
with weapons. French tanks raced through the sougs,

wrote the Times, “at terrifying speed, firing to the right
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and left without ceasing.” At noon on the eighteenth,
as Sarrail departed for Beirut, he ordered warplanes
and heavy caliber cannon to bombard the city day
and night.

The Manchester Guardian correspondent inter-
viewed a traveler from Damascus who “describes
days and nights of unforgettable terror.” The shell-
ing destroyed the famous Souq Hamadiyeh bazaar,
the biblical “Street Called Straight,” the magnifi-
cent Azem Palace and the districts of Shaghur and
Meidan. French troops executed insurgents and
those who protected them. The Times reported that
French troops, having murdered two dozen young
men in villages southeast of Damascus, brought their
corpses to Marjeh Square near the city center. The

paper’s correspondent wrote:

Instead of merely exposing the bodies for a space
on the spot as an example to other malefactors, in
accordance with Eastern custom, and then handing
them over to their relatives for decent burial, the
French authorities brought them to Damascus. There

they attached them to camels and paraded them
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through the streets. The ghastly spectacle presented
by the swaying corpses naturally infuriated the excit-
able Damascenes, as indeed the news of the official
adoption of such deterrents will inevitably arouse the

natural indignation of many Frenchmen.

The Times reported that the rebels then killed 12
Circassians serving with the French and left their
bodies outside the city’s Eastern Gate. “This was the
reply, typical of the spirit of those whom it was intend-
ed to humiliate,” The Times correspondent in Damas-
cus wrote. Forty-eight hours of steady bombardment,
as in Hama, saw the city’s leaders begging the rebels
to leave. The Manchester Guardian wrote, “The rebels
remained in Damascus until October 20, and only
retired because their presence was given as the cause
of the bombardment.”

By the time Sultan al-Atrash’s forces arrived,
Damascus was lost. He and his allies, however, took
control of nearby villages and orchards in the fertile
Ghoutha, isolating the capital from the rest of Syria.
Animosity between Damascene civilians and rebels

grew. The Times reported that one Druze leader
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threatened “the residents of the Meidan quarter that
as they had betrayed the Druses on Sunday by refus-
ing to fight they would be the first to suffer from the
next attack, which would be made very soon.” The
French also antagonized the population, devastating
villages, machine gunning unarmed civilians and
looting houses.

As France gained ground, a Maronite Christian
supporter of the rebellion accused them of a crime
against humanity. He wrote, “The French army
has employed poison gas against the Druze, which
affirms French will to exterminate an entire people.”
No inspectors, as at the end of summer 2013 in
Damascus, came to investigate the charge. But pres-
sure on France grew to end the war or to abandon its
Mandate.

Aswith the rebellion against Assad, rival leaderships
emerged inside and outside Syria. Fighters, then as now,
ignored the external leaders, but they attempted opera-
tional coordination under Ramadan Stephen Hemsley
Longrigg described the as an officer in both the Ottoman
and Feisal armies. Genuine rebel unity, however, proved

as elusive as it remains today. Stephen Henry Longrigg
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described the rebel leadership in terms that could apply

to the present uprising:

No statesman with a truly national appeal, no con-
siderable military leader appeared, no central orga-
nization controlled events, little correlation of effort
or timing was visible. The Government of Syria
[Syrians appointed by the French]—ministers,
officials, departments—gave no countenance
to the rebellion, those of Great Lebanon and the
"Alawis still less; and the greatest part of the public
abstained, if it could, from overt help to a movement

which damaged and alarmed it.

French military setbacks were causing severe reper-
cussions at home. Pierre La Maziére, a senator of the
Democratic Left, wrote in Partant pour la Syrie that
“we have lost so much money, so many lives, so much
prestige that—Ah, if only we could get out of Syria
without any of the rest of the world noticing it!” Much
of the world demanded that the League of Nations
end the French Mandate. To hang on, the French

government changed leadership in Syria. Général
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Maurice Gamelin replaced Général Michaud. A
disgraced Sarrail was recalled to Paris, and Senator
Henry de Jouvenel became the Mandate’s first
civilian High Commissioner. He immediately put out
feelers to Sultan al-Atrash, paid subsidies to village
elders to support the French, offered amnesties to
rebels who gave up their arms and traveled to Ankara
to bargain with Mustapha Kemal Pasha, the future
Atatiirk. In exchange for a small parcel of Syrian terri-
tory, Turkey cut the arms flow to the rebels.

Disputes among rival rebel leaders crippled their
movement, and foreign backers pulled them in dif-
ferent directions. Rebel chiefs deposed and arrested
their military commander, Ramadan Shallash. He
escaped, surrendered to the French and helped to
suppress the rebellion he had led. France escalated
its military campaign with aerial bombardment in
and around Aleppo and a ground campaign under
newly promoted Général Andréa that routed Druze
and Sunni forces in the Hauran by the late spring
of 1926. Andréa later wrote, “The French flag flew
over Suwaida, but there wasn’t a single inhabitant

left in the town.” As with the Americans in Vietnam,
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destroying villages counted as saving them.

In 1927, Sultan Pasha al-Atrash took refuge in
Transjordan and then with Ibn Saud in what would
eventually be the Kingdom of Saudi Arabia. The Druze
warrior was permitted home 10 years later, and he
lived peacefully until 1947, when he launched another
doomed revolt against Syria’s newly independent gov-
ernment. In the current rebellion, the Druze have
remained neutral.

The parallels between then and now are as instruc-
tive as the differences, which are many. In the 1920s,
fighting did not spread across the region like the current
war. While there were Wahhabis from Arabia, there
was no equivalent to the Islamic State in Iraq and Syria
(ISIS). The French, like the Assads today, held on. The
French finally left, as I suspect the Assads will, but that

took France another 20 years.

It took less than a year for the armed militias that
coalesced into the Free Syrian Army (FSA) and the

Islamic Front to displace the pro-democracy demon-

4/3/2015 4:59:24 PM



Syria.indd 79

®

A SHATTERED MOSAIC ¢ 79

strators of 2011. The FSA predicated the success of its
rebellion on a repetition of the western air campaign
that deposed Muammar Qaddafi in Libya. “When
that failed to materialize,” Patrick Cockburn wrote in
his enlightening The Jihadis Return: ISIS and the New
Sunni Uprising, “they had no plan B.” Without the air
support they demanded, the FSA-Islamic Front offen-
sive ground to a stalemate. ISIS came along to supersede
the FSA, as the FSA had replaced the protesters. ISIS
was more combative, more ruthless, better financed
and more effective, using mobility across the desert in
Syria and Iraq to launch surprise attacks. It used sui-
cide teams in bomb-laden trucks to open the way into
regime strongholds that its rebel adversaries had merely
besieged. Moreover, it has achieved the one objective
that eluded the FSA: it brought American airpower into
the war, but not in the way the FSA wanted. Instead, the
Syria war has produced an opposition to Assad so repel-
lent and so antagonistic to western allies in the region
that when the air intervention came, it arrived in the
guise of the regime’s ally in all but name.

The unwillingness of both the regime and the

armed opposition to compromise has plunged the

4/3/2015 4:59:24 PM



Syria.indd 80

80 ¢ SYRIA BURNING

country ever deeper into war. The increasingly
militarized and sectarian character of the opposition,
meanwhile, has pushed both sides toward the killing
of unarmed civilians—effectively, the Lebanization of
the conflict. When I visited Syria in September 2014,
ayoung woman in Damascus produced a smartphone
from her handbag and asked, “May I show you some-
thing?” The phone’s screen displayed a sequence of
images. The first was a family photograph of a sparsely
bearded young man in his 20s. Beside him were two
boys, who appeared to be five and six, in T-shirts. The
young man and his sons were smiling. Pointing at the
father, the woman said, “This is my cousin.” The next
picture, unlike the first, came from the Internet. It was
the same young man, but his head was severed. Beside
him lay five other men in their 20s whose bloody heads
were similarly stacked on their chests. I looked away.
Herfinger skimmed the screen, revealing another
photo of her cousin that she insisted I see. His once
happy face had been impaled on a metal spike. The
spike was one of many in a fence enclosing a public
park in Raqqa, a remote provincial capital on the

Euphrates Riverin central Syria. Along the fence were
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other decapitated heads that children had to pass on
their way to the playground. The woman’s cousin and
his five comrades were soldiers in the Syrian army’s
17th Reserve Division. ISIS had captured them when
it overran the Tabqa military airfield, about 25 miles
from ISIS headquarters in Raqqa, on August 24. The
family’s sole hope was that the young man was already
dead when they cut off his head. There was no ques-
tion of returning the body or holding a funeral. The
woman explained that her cousin had recently turned
down achance toleave his unit for a safer postnear his
home. It would not be right, he reasoned, for him, as a
member of Syrian President Assad’s minority Alawite
sect, to desert his fellow soldiers who were Sunni. He
stayed with them, and he died with them.

The first victims of a war in Syria were always
going to be the religious minorities. The Alawites and
the Christians, who each make up about 10 percent of
the population, have found security under the Assad
regime. The Alawites—whose doctrines are related
to those of Shia Islam, and whose rule is opposed on
principle by many Sunnis—are concentrated in the

west near the Mediterranean. The Syrian government
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does not publish casualty figures by sect, but martyrs’
notices pasted on the walls in Jabal Alawia, the Alawite
heartland in the hills east of the port of Latakia, indi-
cate that the Alawites have suffered a disproportion-
ate share of deaths in the war to preserve the Alawite
president. A myth promulgated by the Sunni Islamist
opposition is that the Alawites have been the main ben-
eficiaries of 44 years of Assad family rule over Syria,
but evidence of Alawite wealth outside the presidential
clan and entourage is hard to find. The meager peasant
landholdings that marked the pre-Assad era are still
the rule in Jabal Alawia, where most families live on
the fruits of a few acres. Some Alawite merchants have
done betterin the seaside cities of Latakia and Tartous,
but so have Sunni, Druze and Christian businessmen.
This may explain in part why, from my own observa-
tions, a considerable proportion of Syrian Sunnis,
who comprise about 75 percent of the population, have
not taken up arms against the regime. If they had, the
regime would not have survived.

The Alawite monopoly of the armed forces is, like
much of Syria, a legacy of foreign intervention. As Dr.

Hafiz Jemalli, the Baath Party founding member,
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told me in 1987, “When we resisted the French, we
had to act as a unified people. Now we are divided.
We are Muslim. We are Alawi. We are Druze. We are
Christian. How did it happen? Syria in the 1940s was
liberated from sectarianism, but now we are divided
intosects. The army isnow composed of Alawi officers.
A majority of our army is a minority of our people. It
comes only by chance?”

The rising number of Alawite young men killed
or severely wounded while serving in the army and in
regime-backed militias has led to resentment among
people who have no choice other than to fight for
President Assad and to keep their state’s institutions
intact. Their survival, as long as Sunni jihadists kill
them wherever they find them, requires them to sup-
port a regime that many of them oppose and blame for
forcing them into this predicament. After my friend’s
cousin and his comrades were decapitated at Tabqa and
their corpses left on the streets of Raqqa, ISIS publicly
executed another 200 captured soldiers. It was then
that someone, said to be an Alawite dissident, declared
on Facebook, “Assad is in his palace and our sons are in

their graves.”
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Alawite frustration is matched by that of the
now-marginalized nonviolent opponents of Assad’s
rule. But like the Alawites who grumble off the record,
they are powerless. As difficult as the Alawites” position
now is, their geographic concentration at least means
they have a territorial base from which to negotiate their
survival no matter who takes power. (In Beirut, just
before I crossed the border to Syria, Walid Jumblatt,
Lebanon’s Druze leader, told me he had advised his
fellow Druze in Syria to join the rebellion. “They swim
in a Sunni sea, not an Alawite sea,” he said. He referred
to the Algerians, the Harkis, who sided with the French
during the war of independence: some were killed, and
the remainder found refuge in France.) The Christians,
by contrast, are thinly dispersed among Aleppo, Damas-
cus, Wadi Nasara, Qamishli and other parts of the
country. Shia-Sunni fighting in Iraq after 2003 had pre-
cipitated the flight of nearly two million Iraqi Christians
to Syria; there was always a risk of a similar exodus from
Syria should the anti-regime rebellion descend into a
tribal and sectarian war. Where are they and Syria’s
indigenous Christians supposed to find refuge? Do the

West’s holy warriors want them to leave and for Syria
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to be as purely Sunni as their favorite Mideast statelet,
Saudi Arabia?

Many Christians view the opposition’s driving
force as Sunni fundamentalism battling a powerful
Alawite minority. The fundamentalists would deprive
them, as well as secular Sunnis, of social freedoms.
Gregory III Laham, the Melkite Catholic Patriarch
of Antioch, warned early in the rebellion against the
“criminals and even fundamentalist Muslims who cry
for jihad. This is why we fear that giving way to violence
will only lead to chaos.” An Armenian high school
teacher, whom I have known for many years, became
uncharacteristically loquacious when explaining her
support for the Assad regime. She told me in Aleppo in

2012, barely a year into the rebellion:

I'm free. I am safe. ... “You're a kafir [unbeliever|”: I
have notheard that phrase for30 years. At the school,
some of my friends are Muslim Brothers. They
respect me, and I respect them. Who is responsible
for that? ... Look at this terror. Is this what Obama
wants? Is this what Sarkozy wants? Let them leave

us alone. If we don’t like our president, we won't
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elect him. From a woman who is 60 years old, and
I've been free for 30 years. I should be afraid to go
out? I should cover myself? Women should live like

donkeys? ... We are citizens. We are equal.

She, along with many other residents of Aleppo, has
installed a steel-reinforced front door to her house.
Tales of the rape, kidnapping and murder of Chris-
tians in Homs, the city halfway between Aleppo and
Damascus that became the bastion of the revolution,
created unease among their coreligionists throughout
Syria. Atthe same time, camerashave recorded civilian
deaths there from attacks by government forces. In
Aleppo, bombs that damaged buildings occupied by
the security forces took with them nearby Christian
apartments, schools and churches. The chaos has al-
ready led to large-scale emigration of the Christian
communities who have lived in Syria for two millen-
nia. “Many Christians have left,” Dr. Samir Katerji, a
58-year-old architectand member of the Syrian Ortho-
dox Church, told me in mid-2012. “Many Armenians
have bought houses in Armenia. Even the Muslims are

leaving.” Katerji, who designed the amphitheater for
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outdoor films in the Aleppo Citadel, had “visited my
aunt’s house,” a local euphemism for going to prison,
several times. The security services arrested him for his
outspoken criticism of the Assad regime and the Baath
Party. (A year later, Katerji immigrated to the United
States.) Indeed, many opposition members of minority
communities insist that their security is part of the his-
torical nature of Syria rather than the gift of the regime
that came to power with Hafez al-Assad’s bloodless
coup. A Christian woman, who spent several monthsin
prison for unspecified political crimes a few years ago,
told me, “It’s wrong to say the government was helping
the minorities. They are using the minorities.”

But fear forces people into the ostensible safety
of sectarian or ethnic enclaves, repeating a pattern
established during the civil war in Lebanon and the
American occupation of Iraq. Mixed neighborhoods,
so prominent a feature of Syrian life now and in the
past, are making way for segregated ghettos where
people feel safe among their own. Nabil al-Samman,
an engineering professor in Damascus, wrote omi-
nously in Syria Today, “The current crisis proves that

you cannot depend on the government, but only on
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your immediate family, your tribe, and others’ charity.”
Some Christians who fled from Homs following vicious
fighting there between the army and the dissident Free
Syrian Army blamed Muslim fundamentalists for seiz-
ing their houses to use as firing positions, while others
left because of the violence or the threat of kidnap-
ping, rape and murder. Alawites loyal to the regime in
and around Homs stand accused of killing Sunni men
and raping Sunni women, while the rebels are blamed
for committing the same crimes against Alawites. The
effecthas been the same: to drive each out of the other’s
areas and into tribal laagers that further divide the
country into armed and hostile camps.

Mufti Hassoun’s criticism of the opposition has
been stronger than his criticism of the state. He has
received death threats. “When I refused to leave
Syria,” he says, “they threatened me on my cell phone,”
referring to callers whose numbers were in Saudi
Arabia. “They left messages.” When he did not answer,
his enemies took theirrevenge. On October 2, 2011, his
22-year-old son, Sariya, was driving with one of his uni-
versity professors from the countryside to Aleppo when

armed men fired on their car and killed them both. The
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mufti recalled the murder in our conversation, wiping
tears from his cheeks: “He was 22 years old, a student
at the university. What did he do to be killed? At his
funeral, I said I forgive you all. I expected them to show
remorse. They said we don’t need your forgiveness. We
are going to kill you. They say this on television in Saudi
Arabia, Egypt and Britain. They say the mufti of Syria
speaks of Christianity in a positive way. He believes in
dialogue, even with Israelis and non-believers. He goes
to churches. They say I do not represent Islam. When
you say a mufti does not represent Islam, it’s a fatwa to
kill him. This is the Arab revolution.”

While lamenting Syria’s lack of basic political
freedoms, including free speech and assembly, Samir
Katerji acknowledged that “we have social freedom. We
are free to declare our thoughts and beliefs and to prac-
tice our Christianity.” He condemned murderers within
the regime, but had no faith in its armed opponents:
“Inside the opposition are also murderers who will not
allow stability.”

One Christian said to me in a whisper, “I shit on this
revolution, because it is forcing me into the arms of the

. ”
regime.
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1v: “The revolution died in Aleppo”

ARCHAEOLOGISTS BELIEVE THAT HUMAN
beings settled on the hilltop that became Aleppo—
some 225 miles north of Damascus—around 8,000
years ago. Cuneiform tablets from the third millenni-
um BC record the construction of a temple to a char-
iot-riding storm god, usually called Hadad; while
mid-second-millennium Hittite archives point to the
settlement’s growing political and economic power.
Its Arabic name, Haleb, is said to derive from Haleb
Ibrahim, “Milk of Abraham,” for the sheep’s milk the
biblical patriarch offered to travelers in Aleppo’s envi-
rons. Successive conquerors planted their standards on
the ramparts of a fortress that they enlarged and rein-
forced over centuries to complete the impressive stone

Citadel that dominates the city today.
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“It is an excellent city without equal for the
beauty of its location, the grace ofits construction and
the size and symmetry of its marketplaces,” wrote the
great Arab voyager Ibn Batuta when he visited in 1348.
During the Renaissance, Aleppo was Islam’s third-
most important city after Constantinople and Cairo.
The modern Lebanese historian Antoine Abdel Nour
praised it in his Introduction a I’ histoire urbaine de la

Syrie ottomane:

Metropolis of a vast region, situated at the crossroads
@ of the Arab, Turkish, and Iranian worlds, it represents @
without doubt the most beautiful example of the Arab
city. Its beauty reveals itself in the elegance of its stone
architecture, redolent of historic links to Byzantium
and Venice; and in the diversity of its peoples—Arabs,
Armenians, Kurds, eleven Christian denominations,
Sunni Muslims, a smattering of dissident Shiite sects
from Druze to Ismailis, ancient families of urban patri-
cians as well as peasant and Bedouin immigrants from

the plains—that makes it a microcosm of all Syria.

A trading entrepd6t that once stood on the Silk Road,

Aleppo was Syria’s workshop and marketplace, and its
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region generated as much as 65 percent of the national
wealth apart from oil. Factories making textiles from
Syrian cotton, as well as medicines and furniture, domi-
nated the industrial zones outside the city and provided
work to thousands.

Until now, it has stood for just about everything
al-Qaeda of Iraq and ISIS oppose. No city in Syria is
more mixed or more diverse. “Aleppo (Haleb) is the
best built city in the Turkish dominions,” reported the
English traveler William Eton in his 1789 A Survey of

@ the Turkish Empire, “and the people are reputed the @
most polite.” Tolerance has been its hallmark since
Ottoman times. Documentary records of Ottoman
Turkey’s dominion over Aleppo from 1516 to 1918
portray communities of Muslims, Christians and
Jews living in the same neighborhoods. Unlike Tunis,
where Jews were obliged to rent living space, Aleppo’s
governors imposed no restrictions on house owner-
ship by members of any religious group or by women.
It was not unusual for large mansions to be divided
into apartments in which Muslim, Jewish and Chris-
tian families dwelled with little more than the usual

rancor that afflicts neighbors everywhere. Unlike
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more xenophobic Damascus, Aleppo encouraged
European merchants to trade and live within the city
walls. The European powers, beginning with Venice
in the 16th century, established in Aleppo the first con-
sulates in the Ottoman Empire to guard the interests
of their expatriate subjects. Reputed descendants of
Marco Polo, the Marcopoli family, retained the office
of Italian honorary consul well into the 20th century.
In a neglected corner of the old Bahsita Quarter,
behind several old office buildings, stands a monument
to Aleppo’s historic mélange. The Bandara Synagogue
was built on a site of Jewish worship that predates by
two centuries the 637 AD Arab-Muslim conquest of
Aleppo. Its courtyard of fine cut-stone arches and domes
resembles the arcaded cloister of the nearby al-Qadi
Mosque. The Jewish community of Aleppo, like its
larger counterpart in Damascus, gradually made its way
to New York after the founding of Israel. When the last
Jews departed en masse in 1992, after then President
Hafez al-Assad lifted restrictions on their emigration,
Damascus and Aleppo were suddenly bereft of an
ancient and significant strand of their social fabrics.

The synagogue, restored by Syrian Jewish exiles, is the
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forlorn relic of a community that thrived for ages before
vanishing under the weight of war between Syria and
Israel. Itis also a harbinger of what Aleppo’s Christians
see as their fate if the latest uprising leads to domination
by Sunni Muslim fundamentalists.

The regimes of Hafez al-Assad since 1970 and his
son Bashar since 2000 left Aleppo’s gracious city center
withlittle torebel against, evenif the rural poor—driven
into the suburbs by drought, unemployment and ambi-
tion—had legitimate complaints that went unnoticed
in the lavish villas along the River Qoweik. Many of
Aleppo’s inhabitants were old enough to remember the
last time the city was the scene of arebellion, in 1979. Its
outcome gave them little hope that arepetition would be
anything other than disaster. Yet with the revolt in the
countryside creeping closer on all sides, the ancient city
had no more chance of remaining aloof than alog cabin
in the midst of a forest fire.

In normal times, the best way to travel the 200
miles from Damascus to Aleppo was by road, with
a lunch break in the gardens beside Hama’s Roman
aqueducts. When the rebellion expanded in May

2011 from Dera’a in the south to Homs, cutting the
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Damascus—Aleppo highway, flying became a safer
option. Still, for the first year of the uprising, Aleppins
thought they could stay out of the conflict. As late as
February 2012, on one of my visits, the city’s mercan-
tile exiles had yet to leave and their businesses were
still functioning. Aleppo’s famed olive oil was plen-
tiful in the labyrinthine sougs of vaulted stone near
the Citadel. Most people shared relief bordering on
complacency that their city had avoided the violence
engulfing the rest of the country. Aleppo’s cosmopol-
itanism, they seemed to feel, made it different. The
only pogrom against its Christian minority had taken
place in 1851, when the number of dead was small, and
the crime was never repeated. The city’s relative pros-
perity kept much of the population satisfied, despite
the suppression of political opinion.

On my return six months later, Aleppo’s airport
was nearly deserted. Taxis no longer risked the trip from
town without the guarantee of a fare, so I had arranged
for friends to send a driver they trusted. He grabbed
my bag and ran to his car, turned the key in the ignition
and made a hasty sign of the cross. Then he broke into a

sweat. About a quarter mile from the airport, an abrupt
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U-turn took us off the highway to a deserted access road.
The few buildings here had been hit by high-velocity
ordnance and all of them, except a warehouse that
Syrian government troops were using as a command
post beside sandbags and a limp flag, were gutted and
empty. About a mile on, a truck-mounted antiaircraft
gun on a bank above the road loomed into view. The
driver turned back onto the desolate highway. Suddenly,
burned tires, cement blocks and debris blocked the road
and forced us into what would have been oncoming
traffic, had there been any. Gas stations were wrecked,
and gasoline trucks lay charred beside the road. Rough
cinder block houses for the poor stood on either side
of us, pocked by artillery. A few miles farther, as we
entered the city proper, the driver relaxed at the sight of
pedestrians and a few cars. Near a traffic roundabout,
people atamakeshift street market were hawking bright
red and green tomatoes, huge potatoes, eggplants, zuc-
chini, apples and pomegranates. The driver pointed at
the carts, which had not been there in April, and said,
“They wanted freedom. Here’s their freedom!”

The city had acquired internal borders. On my

first night back, a friend walked with me to the edge
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of the safe Sulaimaniya neighborhood. Where once
we would have walked easily from Sulaimaniya into
adjoining Jdaideh without noticing any difference,
Jdaideh had become another world. Cars had been
parked to block the entrances to its streets, and none
of its lights were on. Sulaimaniya’s street lamps shone
on modern cafés filled with men and women enjoy-
ing coffee, sweets or narguiles. Jdaideh, only 50 yards
away, had been depopulated since the rebels entered
itamonth earlier. Wherever the rebels went, the army
attacked them and residents fled.

I wanted to visit the sougs in the morning, but my
friend told me that continued fighting there made it
impossible. Who burned the sougs a few weeks earlier?
“That was the Free Syrian Army,” my friend said. “We
are caught between two bad powers. As you know,
I don’t like the dictatorship. But these people are show-
ing themselves as worse.”

Aleppins who grew up with regime repression have
discovered the anarchic brutality of life in “liberated”
zones. Guardian correspondent Ghaith Abdul Ahad
attended a meeting of 32 senior rebel commanders in

the city in late 2012. A former regime colonel, who had
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assumed command of Aleppo’s military council, told
his comrades: “Even the people are fed up with us. We
were liberators, but now they denounce us and demon-
strate against us.” Abdul Ahad described the rebel loot-

ing of a school:

The men ferried some of the tables, sofas and chairs
outside the school and piled them up at the street

corner. Computers and monitors followed.

A fighter registered the loot in a big notebook. “We

are keepingitsafe in a warehouse,” he said.

Later in the week, I saw the school’s sofas and com-
puters sitting comfortably in the commander’s new

apartment.

Another fighter, a warlord named Abu Ali who con-
trols afew square blocks of Aleppo ashis personal fief,
said: “They blame us for the destruction. Maybe they
are right, but had the people of Aleppo supported the
revolution from the beginning, this wouldn’t have

happened.”
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Another friend said of the rebels who had come to
dominate large swathes of his city: “They entered
Aleppo. Aleppo didn’t enter the conflict.” He is a
businessman, previously happy to be quoted but
now insisting I not print his name. Members of his
family have been kidnapped, and he has paid large
sums at the end of tortuous negotiations for their re-
lease. Where Aleppins once feared the state’s many
mukhabarat (intelligence agencies), they had now
become wary of additional retribution from the
Jaish al-Hurr, the Free Army, and its associated mi-
litias. Another friend said, “The opposition thought
Aleppo would welcome them. It didn’t, except in the
outskirts, where the very poor and the rural people
came in.” While espousing the revolution, some in
the poorer districts nonetheless sought to exclude
the rebels from their neighborhoods. In one of the
poorest, Bani Zayd, where many people sift through
the city’s garbage to make a living, the area’s elders

delivered aletter to the Free Army:

We cheered the Free Army. But what is happen-

ing today is a crime against the inhabitants of
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our neighborhood. For there are no offices for
government security or the shabihah [pro-regime
Alawite gangs]. However, the groups that have taken
position in the neighborhood cannot defend it. ...
We, the elders of Bani Zayd neighborhood, are
responsible for making this statement and demand
that battalions of the Free Army which have entered
the neighborhood leave it and join battles on hot
fronts. ... This would ensure the return of calm to
the neighborhood and would end the random shell-
ing [by regime forces] of a poor neighborhood hous-

ing thousands of displaced people.

Bani Zayd’s residents were natural supporters of the
revolution, but their commitment did not extend to
tactics that left them vulnerable to retaliation by the
regime. The Free Army’sinability to defend mostof the
areas it occupied soon turned other potential support-
ers against it. What is the point, they asked, of inviting
the regime to bombard an area that cannot be held?
There was particular resentment in Aleppo of the
rebel occupation of the sougs in late September 2012.

Before that, they were much as a former Australian
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ambassador to Syria, Ross Burns, described them in
his definitive study of Syrian antiquities, Monuments
of Syria: An Historical Guide:

Largely unchanged since the 16th century (some go
back as far as the 13th), [the sougs] preserve superbly
the atmosphere of the Arab/Turkish mercantile
tradition. In summer, the vaulted roofs provide
cool refuge; in winter, protection from the rain and
cold. While many of the products on sale have been
updated, there are still areas where the rope-maker,
tent outfitter and sweetmeat seller ply their trade

much as they have done for centuries.

The majestic lanes of markets and ateliers were the
city’s commercial hub, but also the embodiment of
its spirit. Although the rebels accused the regime of
starting the fires, most people, even the rebels’ sup-
porters, blamed the rebels. The Free Army followed
its assault on the sougs with one s500-kilogram and two
1000-kilogram bombs in cars near an officers” club
and the main post office in Saadallah Jabri Square,

the city’s central park, on the morning of October 3.
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A Syrian journalist who witnessed the explosions
that killed more than 40 people and left another 125
injured told me, “There are divisions within the Free
Army. Ifithad a few hundred people, they could have
occupied city hall and proclaimed Aleppo aliberated
city.” That they didn’t was as much a measure of rebel
disunity as of tactics that strike blows here and there
without capitalizing on them.

At the beginning of 2015, Aleppo was the major
zone of contention between the regime and the rival
opposition forces, who fight one another as much as
they do the army. The road north to Aleppo from Homs
remained precarious, until rebels surrendered their
positions in Homs and departed with their light weap-
onsunder United Nations supervision. A Human Rights
Watch reportidentified hundreds of sites in Aleppo that
had been attacked, often with “barrel bombs,” by gov-
ernment forces. The battle for Aleppo is a war for Syria
itself. In both political and military terms, Syria’s com-
mercial capital is vital to both sides. Yet both the regime
and its armed opponents are alienating the people they
are ostensibly trying to cultivate, as they jointly demolish

Aleppo’s economy, the historic monuments that give the
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city its unique charm and identity, the lives and safety
of its citizens and the social cohesion that had made it a
model of intersectarian harmony. Another friend con-
fided, “The revolution died in Aleppo. They [the rebels]
thought they would win the battle of Aleppo. They
thought the people of Aleppo would support them.”

Syria’s waris anything its fighters wantit to be. Itisa
class war of the suburban proletariat againsta state army
financed by the bourgeoisie. Itisasectarianwarin which
the Sunni Arab majority is fighting to displace an Alawi
ruling class. Itis a holy war of Sunni Muslims against all
manifestations of Shiism, especially the Alawite variety.
The social understandings on which Aleppo prided itself
are unraveling. Muslim fundamentalists have targeted
Christian churches and Shiite mosques. Arabs have
fought Kurds. Iraqi Shiites and Sunnis have crossed the
border to fight each other in Syria.

In early 2012, Aleppin Christians were for the
most part in favor of the regime or neutral, hoping
to avoid the attentions of either side. When I met
the Syrian Orthodox metropolitan of Aleppo, Mar
Gregorios Yohanna Ibrahim, that Easter, he said

with an encouraging laugh, “Am I worried? Yes. Am
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I afraid? No.” Aleppo was quiet, though conflicts in
the rest of Syria were clear harbingers of the earth-
quake about to hit. At the time, Mar Gregorios was
convinced that the regime and the opposition could
resolve their differences: “If we solve our internal
problem and sit down and talk, we can have a con-
structive dialogue. We can gradually rebuild our
society.” As bishop of a small community of about
200,000 in Syria, he avoided committing himself to
either side while accepting that the regime had pro-
tected Christians.

By the end of the year, his worry had turned to fear.
On the night I saw him in the sheltered confines of his
rectory in the middle of Aleppo, he had just received a
shock. “I was optimistic for the last weeks, but I visited
my school today. Out of 550 students, only 50 are left.”
Along with his discovery that every day about 20 of his
local congregation were receiving visas for foreign coun-
tries, the collapse of the school had changed him from
the jocular, relaxed prelate I met in October to a pro-
foundly shaken man with little hope for his country’s
future. “The issue now,” he said, “is how to convince

the president to step down.” This was the first time I had
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heard a Christian bishop call for Bashar al-Assad to end
the war by leaving office.

Like Vichy France, Syria is divided into regime
supporters, résistants and attentistes who await the out-
come before choosing sides. Most of those I spoke to
inall three campsrejected military intervention by the
US, Britain, France and, especially, Turkey to solve
their problems. The Armenian Catholic Archbishop
Boutros Maryati recalled that many Armenians in
Aleppo came from the massacres in Turkey and were
forced to leave their country in 1915. “They found in
Aleppo a secure shelter, have the rights of any Syrian
and became part of the Syrian identity. They had many
martyrs who defended Syria. Psychologically and
spiritually, we have some worries—especially inter-
vention by Turkey. We are afraid to be forced into a
new emigration.”

Even the non-Armenian bishops who spoke to
me in Aleppo and Damascus dreaded invasion by the
Turkish army. Turkey, they pointed out, does not allow
churches to conduct services freely as Syria does, and it
prevented Arabs in Hatay province, part of Syria until

the French gave it to Turkey in 1938, from speaking
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their own language. In Syria, they can speak whatever
language they want. In Aleppo, Muslim children make
up the majority in most Christian-run schools where
much of the teaching is in French. As the Armenians
fear the Turks, Alawites and Christians fear Sunni

Salafists who chant:

Massihiyeh ala Beirut,
Alawiyeh ala Taboot.
Christians to Beirut,

Alawis to the coffin.

One of the few activists who gave permission for me to
quote him by name was Zaidoun al-Zoabi, the profes-
sorat the Arab European University in Damascus who I
mentioned. He was dismissed from his job for political
reasons in February 2011. He lamented, “Aleppo has
been destroyed...The country is being destroyed.”
Zoabi has struggled to keep alive the original, peaceful
revolution that began in March 2011 and was super-
seded by the armed rebellion. (Regime security forces
arrested Zoabi after our meeting. On his release from

nearly a month in prison, he left the country.) A young
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Syrian businessman whose family has long been at
odds with the regime blamed the armed opposition for
trying to bring down the regime by force: “You cannot
just break aregime like this; itis built to last. The regime
is built for this.” The regime, which in its early days im-
munized itself against coups d’état with the arrest of
suspected dissidents in the army and constant surveil-
lance, made itself rebellion-proof in the wake of the
1979 uprising in Aleppo.

The 1979 revolt provides an instructive compar-
ison with the present rebellion. A US Defense Intel-
ligence Agency report of May 1982, “Syria: Muslim
Brotherhood Pressure Intensifies,” analyzed that
insurrection and Assad’s response: “In early 1979,
encouraged by the Islamic Revolution in Iran, the
Syrian Muslim Brotherhood developed a plan to
trigger a similar popular revolution in Syria to oust
Assad.” The Brotherhood’s first salvo was a massacre
of 83 Alawite cadets on June 16 at the artillery school
in Aleppo. That led to widespread arrests and gun-
fights in Aleppo’s streets. By the following June, in
the opinion of the DIA, “President Assad had broken
the back of the Muslim Brotherhood challenge.”
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The Muslim Brothers who escaped evolved a
two-pronged plan for insurgency and a coup against
Assad by their sympathizers in the army. The DIA

report stated:

In early 1982, however, Syrian security uncovered
the coup plot and began to intensify their operations
against dissidents within the country. As a result, the
Muslim Brotherhood felt pressured into initiating the

uprising in Hama which began on 2 February 1982.

The Brotherhood hoped Aleppo, Homs and other large
cities would imitate Hama and initiate a new era. The
other cities did not rise, and the Defense Brigades of
Hafez’sruthless brother Rifaatannihilated the Brothers
in Hama. The DIA put the number of probable casual-
tiesat 2,000, although later Amnesty International con-
cluded that as many as 25,000 people died.

For the Iranian Revolution of 1979, read the Arab
Spring of 2010 and 2o011. If Syria was not Iran, it isn’t
Tunisia or Egypt either. The new rebellion has pitted
Sunni against Alawi and other minorities, but more

importantly it seethes with the class resentments
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that the displaced rural poor acquired when they
confronted urban luxury. Droughts between 2007 and
2011 exacerbated the hardships of country life, driving
many people into Aleppo.

Thiswas notnew. In1987, I spent time among the
peasants along the Euphrates east of Aleppo. Their
village, called Yusuf Basha, was earmarked for evac-
uation under a scheme to build a hydroelectric dam.
I returned to Aleppo from the east and saw peasants
drying wheat on the sidewalks as they did in their

villages. I wrote:

Before, I had seen the city of Aleppo growing along
the hilltops, as the suburbs ate into the countryside.
Now, I realized that the village had come to the city,
planting itself outside and growing in. The poor
farmers were bringing their customs, their ways,
to cosmopolitan Aleppo, as they were to Damascus
and Beirut. They were turning their apartments
into compact versions of their mud houses—the
families sleeping together in one room, cooking in
another, washing in another, each room like one of

the little huts around their yards. It was not poverty,
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but tradition, that put a whole family into one room.
This was the only security they had in a city that was

atonce unwelcoming and alien.

That return to Aleppo was an enlightening moment,
when I saw the city as new arrivals from the village did.
If Aleppo had accommodated them, slowly absorbing
theminto the city’s economic and culturallife, asithad
in centuries past, they might not have welcomed rebels
from backgrounds similar to theirs. The neoliberal
economic policies that Bashar al-Assad introduced
when he succeeded his father in 2000 exacerbated
their plight. The beneficiaries were newly privatized
bankers, Bashar’s cousins who obtained licenses to
sell mobile phones, middlemen and brokers with
urban educations and customs, not the newly landless
trying without money or education to adapt to metro-
politan life. For them to react as they are now doing is
part of an ancient pattern that I noticed on that return

to Aleppo 25 years ago:

For the first time in all my years in the Levant, I saw

how corrupting the peasant and the bedouin found
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the city. Arab tradition said that every other genera-
tion brought a wave of reformers, religious zealots,
from the desert to purify the city. It had happened in
Saudi Arabia many times, lasting until the luxury of
city life corrupted that generation’s sons. I wondered

whether it would happen in Syria.

Some 25 years later, it is happening. The human cost is

unimaginable, and growing.
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Afterword

COULD SYRIA'S REVOLUTION HAVE BEEN
different? At its birth in the spring of 2011, it prom-
ised hope for a better, freer life for Syria’s people.
Syrian aspirations resonated with lovers of liberty
everywhere: an end to governmental corruption
and arbitrary arrest; an independent judiciary;
a free press; equality before the law; abolition of
torture; genuine elections leading to legitimate
authority; and democratic institutions responsible
to the governed. The state responded with arrests
and violence. Dissidence evolved into war. Those
who eventually captured the revolution dropped
its original objectives in favor of supplanting a sec-
ular dictatorship with a dictatorial theocracy. The

revolution was defeated from within, albeit with
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much assistance from outside powers motivated by
anything but the good of the Syrian people.
Thirty-five years earlier, a coalition of progressive
movements in neighboring Lebanon issued similar
demands for reform. It may be helpful to recall what
happened in Lebanon during a 15-year civil war that,
despite an estimated 150,000 deaths and the transfer
of populations into sectarian ghettos, left the corrupt
antebellum system intact. In 1975, the year that Leba-
non’s war erupted, there seemed nothing incongruous
about a revolution led by what the French press called
Islamo-progressites. The world had yet to witness the
Islamic revolutions in Iran, Sudan, Libya, Egypt and
Yemen. Those movements were more reactionary than
progressive, less liberating than despotic. Yet, in those
naive times, progress and Islam did not seem self-con-
tradictory. Indeed, Lebanon’s Christian parties,
despite having sponsored social security and pension
reform in parliament, resisted change, while Muslim
militias waved the banner of revolutionary progress. It
was a time when a Marxist historian, Maxime Rodin-
son, could write about Islam both critically and sympa-

thetically without fear of assassination.
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Revolutions that begin with the goal of liberating
people from the dead weight of an oppressive past often
lead to a more oppressive present. Ideals give way to
expediency. Those most likely to seize control of pop-
ular forces are pitiless rather than compassionate, well
financed rather than independent, more conspiratorial
than collaborative. Those who trust their fellow revo-
lutionaries suffer for it, while the victors are those who
first destroy the enemies on their own side. So it was in
Lebanon; so it would be in Syria.

The Palestinian commando groups that had been
expelled from Jordan in 1970 took their revolution
to Lebanon, where it flourished. Initially secular,
democratic and socialist, the Palestinian national
movement threatened the sectarian, dictatorial and
pseudo-capitalist oligarchies of the Arab world more
than it ever did its ostensible enemy, Israel. The rich
Arab oil states, notably Saudi Arabia and Kuwait,
funded nationalist Palestinianslike Yasser Arafat of Al
Fateh as a counterweight to the more dynamic socialist
movements led by George Habash and Nayef Hawat-
meh. The leaders of the Popular and Democratic

Fronts for the Liberation of Palestine happened to be
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Christians and secularists, whose followers included
more Muslims than Christians. The princes, sheikhs
and mullahs of the Arabian Peninsula rejected them
and their philosophy. Saudi financing enabled Ara-
fat’s Fateh, with its incoherent ideology and tensions
between its secular and Islamist adherents, to claim
the leadership of all Palestinians. Al Fateh used Saudi
money to dominate its rivals in the Palestinian move-
ment and to lead the Lebanese left to self-destruction.

The idealists who demanded structural change in
Lebanon’s body politic lost ground to the partisans of
sectarian identity. From seeking an end to the distri-
bution of political spoils from the presidency down to
postal clerks by sect, they demanded merely a larger
share of the spoils for Muslims, specifically Sunni
Muslims from outside the traditional elite that had
shared power with the Maronite Christians since the
state’s independence. Instead of making all Lebanese
equal before the law, as the socialists had proposed,
they would recalibrate the distribution of state offices
to reflect changed demographics. What had been
a principle surrendered to the familiar horse-trad-

ing that Lebanon had inherited from the Ottoman
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Empire and the French Mandate. It was barely
reform, certainly not worth killing or dying for.

In the mid-1970s, the Left in Lebanon, as in
Chile and other countries where popular movements
challenged oligarchies dependent on the United
States, met overwhelming external resistance. The
US approved Saudi Arabia’s policy of co-opting
and taming the Palestinian revolution and, with it,
Lebanon’s National Movement. Saudi Arabia would
go on to fund Islamic opposition to social change
as far afield as Nicaragua, Afghanistan and, most
recently, Syria.

As well as bolstering nationalist opposition to
socialism, Saudi Arabia used the Islamists to under-
cut nationalism. Islamic revanchist movements
funded by Saudi Arabia’s oil wealth resisted eco-
nomic and social reform in Gamal Abdel Nasser’s
Egyptin the 1950s and opposed education for women
in Syria 20 years later. In Lebanon, they failed to rep-
resent the most impoverished segment of society, the
Shiite Muslim peasantry whom Israel in its military
onslaught against the Palestinians was exiling to the

shanty towns of Beirut’s southern outskirts.
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Arab nationalism, with its commitment to
equality among Muslims, Christians and Jews, died
in the Arab versus Arab bloodletting on the streets of
Beirut in the 1970s. One motivating idea remained:
Islam in political forms dictated by Saudi Arabia for
the Sunnis and by Iran, after its 1979 revolution, for
the Shiites. A political division within Islam that had
lain dormant for centuries would torment Lebanon,
Iraq, Yemen, Bahrain, Syria and the eastern province
of Saudi Arabia.

Inthe spring of1976, the westernhalf of Beirutwas
infected with the revolutionary ethos that saw therich,
like Italians fearful of the Brigate Rosse in the same
era, hiding their jewelry and luxury cars from the envi-
ous glare of a roused proletariat. There were echoes
of Orwell’s Catalonia in both the idealism of young
zealots and the cynicism of power-hungry aspiring
dictators. The US Secretary of State, Henry Kissinger,
recognized the threat to American dominance, as he
did in so many other countries, and fashioned a solu-
tion in the form of a Syrian invasion to protect the
embattled old guard and control the excesses of the

Palestinian-Lebanese rebels. The revolution ended,
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but the war raged for another 14 years. The war ended,
but only after two Israeli invasions and countless
massacres. Foreign powers imposed a settlement at a
conference in Taif, Saudi Arabia, in October 1989. By
then, most Lebanese were willing to accept any out-
come that allowed them to drive to work without fear
of snipers, car bombs, artillery or kidnapping.
Lebanon, like Syria, saw democratic, secular
dreams vanish into a sectarian maelstrom that rav-
aged the country and left it vulnerable to foreign inva-
sion and local brutality. Yes, Lebanon’s old system
encouraged corruption. Yes, there was injustice.
Yes, a majority suffered from inequalities. Yet chang-
ing the system was no excuse to shred the fabric of a
society that, for all its flaws, was tolerant of different
creeds and political beliefs. Two revolutions died in
Lebanon, the Palestinian and the Lebanese. Secu-
rity became more important than freedom, if only
because so much freedom permitted the anarchic
rule of kidnappers, gangsters, drug dealers, gun run-
ners and fanatics. In the absence of central author-
ity, the only states on Lebanon’s borders, Syria and

Israel, occupied different halves of the country. The
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only militia to survive the war as an armed force was
Hezballah, a sectarian grouping of religious Shiite
Muslims that represents Iran and the perpetuation
of sectarian politics in Lebanon.

One way to view the fanatic Islamicization of the
Syrian revolution after 2011 is that it was the inevita-
ble form of a rebellion inspired and financed by Saudi
Wahhabism that sought not democracy but the elim-
ination of rule by Alawite “infidels.” Another is that
fratricidal violence marginalizes moderation, ren-
ders compromise impossible and pushes forward the
most brutal actors. What was more surprising than
the rise of fanatics within the revolution was that such
disparate opposition forces had found any common
ground at all. Like the leftists opposed to the Shah
of Iran in 1979, Syria’s democrats saw their Islamist
allies dispose of them and their beliefs when they
were no longer needed. If the regime fell, the victors
would replace it with a theocratic dictatorship that
would purge the country of its diversity, its minorities,
its dissidents and its tolerance.

The Syrian revolution lacked strategic vision

because it began without any objective beyond
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reforming or replacing a regime that had nurtured as
many allies as enemies. Too many rebel leaders sold
themselves, as most Palestinian leaders did, to exter-
nal paymasters for any one of them to establish popu-
lar, unifying credentials. Hundreds of armed groups
came into being, sponsored by the United States,
Britain, France, Saudi Arabia, Qatar and Turkey.
The regime, which had almost 50 years to perfect
mechanisms of control, played its cards better than
rebels with no experience of government, no roots
in social work and little experience of combat. Fight-
ers with battle scars from Chechnya, Bosnia, Iraq,
Afghanistan, Pakistan, Algeria and Libya dominated
the rebel side of battlefield. When they trod across
the border into Iraq and threatened American inter-
ests, the Obama administration responded with air
strikes. Yet it did not admit it was wrong about Syria,
the strength of the regime or the relative strength of
fanaticism within the opposition. That would have
meant admitting it was wrong to assume the regime
was so unpopular and weak it would fall with a small
push before the opposition turned from early reform-

istdemands to radical Islamism.
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Robert Ford, the former US ambassador to Syria
who had championed the revolution and encouraged
its militarization, was a rare official who admitted
that the policy he had espoused was mistaken. He
told a conference in Washington in January 2015,
after nearly 200,000 Syrian deaths and the displace-
ment of a third of the population, “The people we
have backed have not been strong enough to hold
their ground against the Nusra Front.” If the US could
not achieve its goals in Syria, he added, “then we have
to just walk away and say there’s nothing we can do
about Syria.” This is rich coming from an ambassador
whose policies helped to create the fanatic groups
controlling large regions of Syria and Iraq. To Amer-
ica’s policymaking adolescents, the world is a play-
thing to abandon when it breaks.

The rebels, using weapons made in America, paid
for by Saudi Arabia and funneled through Turkey,
imposed a vision of society that took no account of
Syrian diversity and mutual respect among its peoples.
Syria, as history records, welcomed the Armenian
victims of Turkey’s genocide after the First World War

and had long been home to heterodox forms of Islam.
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The goal of the self-proclaimed Islamic State and Jebhat
an-Nusra was to make Syria something it never was: an
extension of Saudi Arabia. No one heeded Nietzsche’s
warning, quoted early in the revolution by Masalit
Mati, writer of the satirical, anti-Assad Top Goon puppet
show: “Be careful when you fight the monsters, lest you
become one.”

The United States, with its European and Arab
allies, had its own purposes in Syria. It strains belief
that the US, Saudi Arabia and Qatar opposed Bashar
al-Assad because he was a dictator or because his cousins
were taking the lion’s share of the country’s wealth. The
countries that crushed popular dissent against the royal
familyin Bahrain could notclaimtobelieveindemocracy
for any Arab country. The US opposed Assad, as did the
Saudis and Qataris, because he would not relinquish the
alliance with Iran that gave him a strategic asset against
Israel. Israel had occupied part of Syria since 1967 and
showed no sign of relinquishing its hold or permitting
the exiled inhabitants and their descendants to return.
The Arab monarchies, which had sought to dominate
Syria since it achieved independence from France in

1046, saw in Iran an adversary for control of Syria and,
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through Hezballah, Lebanon. To remove Assad was to
eliminate Iranian influence in the Arab world.

In the midst of the Syrian war and despite Israel’s
desire to humiliate Iran, the US opened a door to the
regime in Tehran. Negotiations to regulate the Iranian
nuclear program improved relations between the long-
time adversaries. As American business scented an
opportunity to return to the lucrative Iranian market,
the raison d’étre for America to eliminate Iran’s only
Arab ally evaporated. US policy in Syria has floun-
dered everssince.

Hopes for a negotiated end to the war receded
with the deterioration in America’s relationship with
Vladimir Putin’s Russia, Assad’s only ally apart from
Iran, over Ukraine and the eastern expansion of the
North Atlantic Treaty Organization (NATO). The
US, Russia, the Syrian regime and much of the Syrian
opposition came to Geneva in January 2014 with no
plan, no inclination to end Syrian agony and no pur-
pose other than pushing their own goals to the det-
riment of a population that was enduring the daily
reality of death, maiming, exodus and oppression

from both camps. The dominant force in the Syrian
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revolution proclaimed itself a caliphate, beheaded
innocent prisoners, raped and enslaved women,
hurled young men from towers because of their sexual
preferences and burned alive a young Jordanian sol-
dier who fought for his country. This is where super-
power, Turkish and Arab policies have led. Where will
they take Syria next?

Syria.indd 125 4/3/2015 4:59:25 PM



Syria.indd 126 4/3/2015 4:59:25 PM



Syria.indd 127

Acknowledgements

MY DEBT TO THOSE WHO OVER MANY
years have taught me about Syria is greater than I can
ever repay. I am particularly grateful for the education
I received from the late Patrick Seale, John Cooley and
Peter Jennings, all of whom wrote presciently about
Syria throughout their illustrious careers. I must also
thank the Agence France Presse correspondent in
Beirut, Rana Moussaoui, for her insights into a con-
flict she has been reporting from Syria since its birth in
March 2011; Jim Muir of the BBC; and David Hirst, for-
merly of the Guardian.

Most of those I need to thank are Syrian friends
who have endured with patience the slow destruction
of their country while giving of their time to explain it to

this outsider: Armen Mazloumian of the famed Baron’s

4/3/2015 4:59:25 PM



Syria.indd 128

®

128 ¢ SYRIA BURNING

Hotel in Aleppo, Magdy Jubaili, George Saliba, Tony
Touma, George Antaki, Colette Khoury, the human
rights lawyer Anwar Bounni, Samir Khaterji, Bishop
Armash Nabaldian, Monsignor Boutros Marayati,
Jihad Makdissi, Lina Sinjab and Jack Barsoum of the
BBC, Roulla Rougbi, Nabil Sukkar, Nashwa Mraish,
Orwa Nyarabia, Zaidou Zoabi, Khaled Khaleefa, Nora
Arissian, Missak Baghboudarian, Maia Mamarbashi
and Yazan Abdallah. I hope that it will soon be possible
to repay the kindness of the Greek and Syriac Ortho-
dox archbishops of Aleppo, Boulos Yazigi and Grego-
rios Yohanna Ibrahim, who were kidnapped in Syria in
April 2013. They did all they could to prevent the spread
of hatred and fanaticism in their country and became
two of among millions of victims in a war that should
never have begun. There are other Syrians that I can
thank by name only at the risk of their lives, so I must
acknowledge them here without revealing their identi-
ties. They know how much I owe them. My thanks must
also go to countless United Nations staff and aid work-
ers, who have been unfailing in their courtesy in difficult
circumstances. I think particularly of Moktar Lamani,

Emilio Tamburi Quinteiro, Matthew Hollingworth and

4/3/2015 4:59:25 PM



Syria.indd 129

®

ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS ¢ 129

Tamara Zayyat, although thislistis anything butexhaus-
tive. I would also like to thank Walid Bey Jumblatt for
his many insights into Syrian history and his caustic
observations on its political life, as well as his wife Nora,
aloyal Syrian of whom her country can be proud.
Without the support of Robert Silvers at the New
York Review of Books, 1 would not have been able to
spend as much time as I was able to in Syria after 2011.
He is as gracious and conscientious an editor as any
writer could hope to please. I must also express my grat-
itutde to Jamie Stern-Weiner for his meticulous editing
of my often unwieldy text and to Colin Robinson for
suggesting this book and bringing it to fruition at OR
Books. My thanks must also go to my literary agent, Ed
Victor, who represents me and countless others with the
aplomb and style forwhich heisjustifiably famous. I owe
Patrick Cockburn a drink for his unjustifiably laudatory

preface.

4/3/2015 4:59:25 PM



Syria.indd 130 4/3/2015 4:59:25 PM



