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Introduction
Syria stands at the crossroads of the Middle East, a country whose politics have been
shaped by millennia of history and upheaval. From its ancient civilizations to the
contemporary crises that have dominated global headlines, Syria’s political system
has undergone almost constant transformation. This book, "The Politics of Syria: A
Guide to Politics and the Political System in Syria," seeks to provide a comprehensive
and accessible guide to understanding the structures of power, the forces of change,
and the challenges that define modern Syrian politics.

The journey through Syria’s political landscape begins with its experience under
Ottoman and French rule, and proceeds through the tumultuous decades following
independence. The succession of military coups, the flirtation with union in the United
Arab Republic, and the eventual rise of the Ba'ath Party laid the foundation for a highly
centralized and authoritarian regime under the Assad family. For much of the late
twentieth and early twenty-first centuries, the Ba'athist system appeared immovable,
marked by repression, a cult of personality, and an ever-vigilant apparatus of security
and surveillance.

Yet, the outbreak of the Syrian Civil War in 2011 shattered these seemingly implacable
structures. What began as demonstrations calling for reform quickly escalated into one
of the bloodiest and most complex conflicts of the modern era. The war drew in
multiple domestic factions and foreign actors, and its devastating consequences
reverberated far beyond Syria’s borders. Previously marginal actors gained
prominence, alternative authorities took root in regions outside government control,
and ordinary Syrians suffered unparalleled hardships, displacement, and loss.

Against this backdrop, the collapse of the Assad regime in late 2024 marked a
profound turning point in Syrian history. The emergence of a transitional government,
the abolition of old institutions, and the adoption of an interim constitution have
opened a new—though perilous—chapter in the country’s political evolution. The
nature of political authority, the rules by which power is exercised, and the very
identity of the state are once again under negotiation.

This guide aims to walk the reader through each stage of Syria’s political
development: the historical context, the anatomy of authoritarian rule, the dynamics
and impact of the civil war, and the new realities and uncertainties of the transition
period. It examines the critical role of the military, the intricacies of the legal system,
the challenges of social cohesion and minority rights, and the debates surrounding
Syria’s political future. By dissecting the structures, actors, and ideologies that have
shaped and continue to shape Syria, the book provides a foundation for understanding
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not only what happened, but also what may lie ahead.

Whether a student, policymaker, journalist, or curious observer, readers will find in
these chapters an effort to untangle the complexities of Syrian politics. The purpose is
not only to recount the events and systems of the past but to illuminate the potential
paths forward for a country whose destiny remains of critical importance to its people
and to the wider region.
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CHAPTER ONE: Historical Overview: Syria from
Antiquity to Independence
Syria, a land steeped in millennia of history, has long been a crossroads of
civilizations, empires, and ideas. Its strategic location at the eastern edge of the
Mediterranean Sea, bridging Africa, Asia, and Europe, has made it a prize sought by
countless rulers and a melting pot of diverse cultures. To understand the complex
politics of modern Syria, one must first journey through its deep past, tracing the
layers of influence that have shaped its identity and its enduring struggles for self-
determination.

The territory that constitutes modern-day Syria has been inhabited for hundreds of
thousands of years, with archaeological finds pointing to Neanderthal presence and
some of the world's earliest known settlements. Cities like Ebla, flourishing around the
third millennium BCE, demonstrate the region's early importance as a center of trade
and urban life. Situated within the Fertile Crescent, Syria was a cradle of agriculture
and a nexus for early trade routes, connecting distant peoples and fostering the
exchange of goods and knowledge.

Over the centuries of antiquity, the land of Syria fell under the sway of a succession of
powerful empires. Sumerians, Akkadians, Assyrians, Babylonians, Egyptians, Hittites,
and others vied for control of this vital region. Each conquering power left its mark,
contributing to the intricate tapestry of languages, religions, and customs that
characterized ancient Syria. The Arameans, in particular, established a significant
presence, and their language, Aramaic, became a widely spoken lingua franca
throughout the Near East.

The arrival of the Persians in the 6th century BCE brought Syria into the vast
Achaemenid Empire. This period saw the implementation of an efficient administrative
system and some improvement in the standard of living. However, the Persian era was
eventually eclipsed by the conquests of Alexander the Great in the late 4th century
BCE. Following Alexander's death, his empire fragmented, and Syria became a key
territory in the Hellenistic world, primarily under the rule of the Seleucid Empire. Greek
culture and language spread, and new cities, such as Antioch, were founded,
becoming centers of Hellenistic learning and commerce.

Roman legions arrived in the 1st century BCE, incorporating Syria into the burgeoning
Roman Republic and later the Roman Empire. As a Roman province, Syria prospered,
benefiting from Roman infrastructure and its position within the vast Roman trade
network. Palmyra, a wealthy and influential Aramaic-speaking kingdom in northern
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Syria, rose to prominence during this time, controlling important trade routes and
even briefly challenging Roman authority. Christianity also began to spread through
Syria, with the city of Damascus holding significance in the early history of the faith.

With the decline of the Western Roman Empire, Syria came under the control of the
Byzantine Empire. This period saw the rise of theological debates and the spread of
various Christian doctrines. However, Byzantine control weakened over time, paving
the way for a new dominant force to emerge from the Arabian Peninsula.

In the mid-7th century CE, Arab Muslim armies swept through Syria, bringing the
region under Islamic rule. The city of Damascus was chosen as the capital of the
powerful Umayyad Caliphate, marking a golden age for the city and for Syria as a
whole. As the center of a vast empire stretching from Spain to India, Syria experienced
significant economic and cultural growth. Grand mosques and palaces were
constructed, and Arabic became the dominant language.

The Umayyad Caliphate was eventually overthrown by the Abbasids, who moved the
capital of the Islamic world to Baghdad. This shift led to a period of decline for Syria,
which became a province within a larger empire rather than its center. Over the
following centuries, Syria was ruled by various Muslim dynasties, often subject to the
political tides and power struggles of the wider Islamic world.

The next major turning point came in 1516 with the Ottoman conquest of Syria.
Defeating the Mamluks at the Battle of Marj Dabiq, the Ottomans incorporated Syria
into their vast empire, where it would remain for approximately 400 years. Ottoman
rule brought a degree of stability to the region after centuries of flux. The Ottomans
organized Syria into several provinces, with Damascus holding particular importance
as the staging point for the annual Hajj pilgrimage to Mecca.

Under Ottoman administration, the diverse religious and ethnic communities of Syria
were organized into millets, allowing them a degree of autonomy in managing their
own affairs, particularly in matters of personal status law. While not always smooth,
this system allowed for a degree of coexistence among the various groups.

However, the long period of Ottoman rule was not without its challenges. The
authority of the central government waxed and waned, and periods of instability and
misrule occurred. Economic conditions fluctuated, and the region was sometimes
affected by the wider decline of the Ottoman Empire, particularly from the 18th
century onwards as European powers grew in influence.

In the later period of Ottoman rule, there were attempts at administrative reform, and
the introduction of railways and telegraphs in the late 19th and early 20th centuries
helped to improve central control and encourage some agricultural development. Yet,
beneath the surface, currents of change were stirring.
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The late Ottoman era saw the rise of Arab nationalist sentiment. Educated Syrians,
exposed to new ideas and increasingly resentful of Ottoman control, began to form
political societies, both openly and in secret, advocating for greater autonomy or even
independence. Relations between Arabs and Turks, particularly after the Young Turk
revolution in 1908, grew more strained as a Turkish military group gained power and
pursued policies that alienated Arab elites.

As the Ottoman Empire found itself on the losing side of World War I, the fate of its
Arab provinces, including Syria, hung in the balance. Secret agreements between
European powers, such as the Sykes-Picot Agreement of 1916, already envisioned the
division of the region into spheres of influence. With the entry of Arab and British
forces into Damascus in 1918, four centuries of Ottoman rule came to an end.
However, the aspirations of Arab nationalists for a unified, independent Arab kingdom
encompassing Greater Syria were soon to be dashed. The stage was set for a new
chapter in Syria's history, one that would be dominated by the influence of European
colonial powers.
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