
Syria’s Assad: 
Lone survivor 
of Arab Spring
BEIRUT: When the Arab revolts that were sweeping the
region and toppling autocrats like dominoes reached
Syria, Bashar Al-Assad’s days at the helm looked num-
bered. Ten years on however, he has defied the odds,
surviving international isolation and the temporary loss
of two thirds of the national territory to claw his way
back into relevance and hold on to power.

It seemed doubtful in March 2011, when protests
broke out in Syria, that his ruling Alawite minority would
be capable of withstanding the tide of uprisings dramati-
cally reshaping the region. The leadership mettle of the
London-trained ophthalmologist, a reluctant heir when
his iron-fisted father Hafez died in 2000, was also being
questioned.

But his patience and cool combined with myriad fac-
tors - including his grip on the security apparatus, the
West’s disengagement, and the support of Russia and
Iran - to save him from defeat, analysts say. “Years after
the whole world demanded he leave and thought he
would be toppled, today it wants to reconcile with him,”
veteran Lebanese politician Karim Pakradouni said.

‘Long game’ 
“Assad knew how to play the long game,” said the

politician, who has often acted as a mediator between
the Damascus regime and various Lebanese parties. In
2011, Assad chose to repress peaceful protests with
force, sparking a complex war involving rebels, jihadists
and world powers in which any fighter not on his side
was called a “terrorist”.

The conflict has since killed more than 380,000 peo-
ple, displaced more than half the country’s pre-war pop-
ulation, and seen tens of thousands thrown behind bars.
Ordinary Syrians have seen food prices soar and the
local currency plummet in a desperate economic crisis
the government has blamed on Western sanctions. But
Assad is still in power and, after a string of Russia-
backed victories, his forces are back in control of around
70 percent of the country. The Syrian president always
insisted he would come out on top. “He has never fal-
tered. He has stood firm on all his stances without con-
cession, and has managed to take back most of Syria
with military might,” Pakradouni said.

Loyal army 
Despite tens of thousands of defections, Syria’s army

also played a major role in his survival, he said. “This is

what made Assad an exception in the so-called Arab
Spring.” In Tunisia, the army abandoned Zine El Abidine
Ben Ali when street pressure mounted, Egypt’s military
also let go of Hosni Mubarak, and in Libya, top brass
had already turned against Muammar Gaddafi before
his demise. Analyst Thomas Pierret said: “Army leader-
ship remained loyal because for decades it had been
stacked with relatives of Assad and fellow Alawites”.

“The latter probably made up more than 80 percent
of the officer corps by 2011 and held virtually every sin-
gle influential position within it,” said the researcher at
the Institute of Research and Study on the Arab and
Muslim Worlds. A Syrian researcher based in Damascus
who asked to remain anonymous said Assad’s “determi-
nation and rigor” were also key.

“He was able to concen-
trate all decisions in his hands
and ensure the army was
entirely on his side,” the
researcher said, adding the
regime’s structure ensured
nobody could build up
enough influence to tee up a
challenge. Instead, Assad
gambled on Syria’s complex
social structure - ethnic divi-
sions between Arabs and
Kurds, as well as religious
differences between Sunni

Muslims, his Alawite clan, and other minorities. “He ben-
efitted from people’s fear of chaos, from his own
(Alawite) environment’s fear about their survival if he
fell,” the Syrian researcher said.

No alternative 
When Islamists and jihadists became more promi-

nent, he sought to present himself as a protector of
minorities including Christians. But Assad also benefit-
ted from the absence of any effective political opposi-
tion, the researcher said. In 2012, as Assad’s forces were
losing on the ground, more than 100 countries recog-
nized an opposition alliance, known as the Syrian
National Coalition, as the sole legitimate representative
of the Syrian people.

Assad appeared increasingly isolated and many
regional and world powers, betting on his downfall,
slapped his regime with a raft of sanctions and turned
him into a global pariah. But Syria’s domestic and
exiled political opposition failed to present a united
front, or a credible alternative to Assad with which the
international community could engage. The armed
opposition became increasingly fractured as the con-
flict evolved, and Assad was able to instrumentalize the
rise of jihadist groups to cast himself as a rampart
against terrorism.—AFP
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CAIRO: This combination of pictures created yesterday shows a general view of Cairo’s Tahrir Square (right) on Feb 18, 2011 as it is filled with protesters celebrating the ouster of former president Hosni Mubarak; and the same view 10
years later on Nov 11, 2020. — AFP 

Many countries hit by uprisings today looking worse off
BEIRUT: Ten years ago, a wildfire of revolts in the
Arab world touched off an unlikely series of events that
swelled, then dashed many hopes, and irrevocably
changed the region. From the quickfire collapse of
seemingly invincible regimes to the rise and fall of a
caliphate in its heart, the Middle East hurtled through
the 21st century’s second decade in a state of relentless
upheaval.

The chain of uprisings that shook the region from
late 2010 and was soon dubbed the “Arab Spring” led to
disparate long-term outcomes, with many countries
today looking worse off. The popular protests that
erupted in Tunisia, Egypt, Libya and Yemen a decade
ago were followed by disappointing reforms at best,
dictatorial backlash or all-out conflict at worst. Yet the
spirit of the revolts is far from dead, as evidenced by the
second wave of uprisings that caught on in Sudan,
Algeria, Iraq and Lebanon eight years later.  Something
“in the fabric of reality itself” has changed since then,
said Lina Mounzer, a Lebanese author and translator
whose family has roots in both Egypt and Syria. “I don’t
know that there is anything more moving or noble than
a people demanding a life of dignity in a single voice,”
she added. “It proves that such a thing is possible, that
people can revolt against the worst despots, that there
is enough courage in people standing and working
together to face down entire armies.”

Tunisia spark 
It all started on Dec 17, 2010 when a young street

vendor, goaded by years of police harassment, doused
himself with fuel in front of the governor’s office in the
central Tunisian town of Sidi Bouzid and set himself on
fire. Mohamed Bouazizi’s was not the first self-immola-
tion in the region, or even in Tunisia, but it sparked a
rage never seen before. Nor was his story caught on
camera - but it went viral nonetheless.

By the time Bouazizi died of his wounds on Jan 4, the
protest movement against President Zine El Abidine Ben
Ali, who had been in power for 23 years, had spread to
the entire country. Ten days later, Ben Ali was forced to
flee to Saudi Arabia. Within weeks, pro-democracy
protests broke out in Egypt, Libya and Yemen. It was
when the rage spilled into the streets of Cairo, the
region’s largest city and its historical political crucible,
that the contagion earned its “Arab Spring” moniker.

Hundreds of thousands of people took to the streets
in Egypt to shout their democratic aspirations and
demand the removal of Hosni Mubarak, president since
1981. It’s hard to overstate the sense of hope and
euphoria that these images projected across the region
and the rest of the world.

Groundswell of hope 
“Look at the streets of Egypt tonight; this is what

hope looks like,” celebrated Egyptian author Ahdaf

Soueif wrote in The Guardian at the time. The voice of
the people was rising as one, not just in one country but
across the region, toppling some of the planet’s most
entrenched dictatorships. One sentence that will go
down as the slogan of the Arab Spring rippled across
the region: “Al-shaab yureed isqat al-nizam” - Arabic
for “The people want the downfall of the regime”.

These words were both a primal scream giving
courage to a generation that never knew it had so much
and a kind of incantation that, if repeated long enough,
would miraculously free the people. A new paradigm
was being born for the Middle East with the realization
that its tyrants were not ten foot tall and that change
could come from within. Author Lina Mounzer remem-
bers how the early days shattered the sense of “Arab
defeat” that weighed on two generations after the death
of Egypt’s Gamal Abdel Nasser and his pan-Arab
nationalistic project. “There was a sense that we Arabs
were somehow too lazy and tired to rise up against
oppression, that we accepted the rule of dictators and
despots because we were fundamentally flawed, or else
had been shaped into beasts of burden by colonialism
and Western meddling,” she told AFP.

Unthinkable 
The unthinkable happened on Feb 11, 2011, when it

was announced that Mubarak was resigning. “The
night that Mubarak fell I cried with joy. I couldn’t
believe how brave and beautiful were the Egyptian
people. It seemed like the dawn of a new era,”
Mounzer recalled. “And then, Syria. If I thought I was
happy for Egypt, surprised by Egypt, I was ecstatic for
Syria... It felt like my parents’ Arab nationalist dreams
were finally being realized... through the force and will
of the people themselves.”

Six months before being murdered in Istanbul, Saudi
author and dissident Jamal Khashoggi argued the
revolts once and for all put paid to the notion that Arabs
and democracy were a mismatch. “The debate about the
relationship between Islam and democracy conclusively
ended with the coming of the Arab Spring,” he said in a
2018 speech.

Besides Ben Ali and Mubarak, Libya’s Muammar
Gaddafi, Yemen’s Ali Abdullah Saleh and last year
Sudan’s Omar Al-Bashir were the other significant
scalps claimed by the Arab revolutions. The five of them
combined a whopping 146 years of rule, not counting
Saleh’s 12 years as president of North Yemen before the
country’s unification in 1990: Ben Ali 1987-2011;
Mubarak 1981-2011; Gaddafi 1969-2011; Saleh 1990-
2012 and Bashir 1989-2019. For a while, the collapse of
the region’s autocracies looked unstoppable. Yet the
term “Arab Spring” itself, which started appearing in
late Jan 2011, is seldom used in Arab countries - where
the words for uprising and revolution are preferred -
and has since been criticized as a misnomer. —AFP

Gaddafi’s cousin 
sees Arab Spring 
as Western plot
CAIRO: From his lavish Cairo apartment overlooking
the Nile, Ahmed Kadhaf al-Dam reminisces fondly
about the iron-fisted rule of Libya by his cousin
Muammar Gaddafi, nearly a decade after his ouster.
With his dark, bushy hair, Kadhaf al-Dam cuts an
uncannily similar figure to the late dictator, who rose
to power in a 1969 military coup. As if echoing
Gaddafi’s words beyond the grave, the 68-year-old
maintains that the Arab Spring was a hoax, engineered
to cause instability in the region. “There wasn’t a revo-
lution,” Kadhaf al-Dam argued. “There was an attack
to kill Gaddafi.”

Gaddafi’s bloody demise in a gutter in Oct 2011 her-
alded the oil-rich North African country’s descent into
chaos as militias battled for control. “Libya was a safe
haven in North Africa and the Mediterranean,” the for-
mer top-ranking advisor to Gaddafi insisted, as he
gathered up his long and flowing traditional robes.

Since the 2011 NATO-backed uprising that toppled
the veteran dictator, Libya has been riven by conflict,
with multiple militias filling the power vacuum and
civilian authorities struggling to impose their authority.

Libya has become a key embarkation point for
migrants attempting to make the potentially deadly sea
voyage to Europe, as well as a base for extremist mili-
tants. “There was no terrorism or extremists, or people
going hungry,” Kadhaf al-Dam claimed, painting a

rosy picture of Libya before the conflict. “The Western
intervention in Libya led to this.”

Today, two rival administrations are vying for con-
trol of the country - a UN-recognized unity govern-
ment in Tripoli that emerged from talks in 2015 and an
eastern-based administration elected the year before.
In 2019, eastern strongman Khalifa Haftar, backed by
Egypt, Russia and the United Arab Emirates, launched
an offensive to seize Tripoli. But after Haftar fought his
way westwards to the very outskirts of the capital,
Turkish-backed pro-unity forces pushed back. That
led to a formal ceasefire deal last month.

Kadhaf al-Dam pins the blame for the years of con-
flict squarely on former French president Nicolas
Sarkozy and former US secretary of state Hillary
Clinton for a decade of “famine, poverty and destruc-
tion”. A former soldier and Gaddafi’s envoy to Egypt
during president Hosni Mubarak’s rule, he blamed
Western military adventurism for the rise of extremist
fighters. That includes the forces of the Islamic State
(IS) group, which gained a foothold in Libya.

But for Kadhaf al-Dam, the extremists of IS and Al-
Qaeda are forces manufactured by the West. “How can
you blame us, saying that Islam is the reason behind
extremism?” he said. “This is your religion that you’ve
created in the West.” From his point of view, the Arab
Spring resulted in failure. —AFP
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Ahmed Kadhaf al-Dam holds a picture depicting the
African continent with the NATO flag star placed on a
bleeding impression of Libya at his home in the Zamalek
district of Egypt’s capital on Nov 2, 2020. — AFP 


