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Some western “Liberals” and “Leftists” pay homage to Yassin al-Haj Saleh, an intellectual
leftist of the ‘Syrian Revolution’. In fact Saleh represented only a tiny part of Syria’s left. He
was ‘persecuted’ because he aligned himself with the 1980 and 2011 bloody uprisings by
the sectarian Muslim Brotherhood, and their international Salafist (al Qaeda) supporters. In
the end he had to flee for his life from those same sectarian terrorists.

With  popular  forces  in  Syria  and  Iraq  destroying  the  globalised  sectarian  jihadist
mercenaries – sponsored principally by Washington and the Saudis – some ideologues in
colonial cultures still keep alive the romantic idea of a ‘Syrian Revolution’, that somehow
tragically  failed.  This  is  also a  myth propagated by the Muslim Brotherhood and their
western sponsors, to cover an otherwise naked aggression against Syria.

It is a myth that matters much less now, as such propaganda no longer has the capacity to
fuel deeper NATO intervention in Syria. Yet it seems important for the self-image of small
groups of western pseudo-leftists, who committed themselves to the cause of ‘red-washing’
Washington’s latest war of aggression, backed by the most reactionary forces in the region.

By pseudo-leftist I mean those fanatic ideologues who cling to their fantasies, showing little
interest  in  what  the  masses  of  ordinary  people  want.  Those  ‘Syrian  Revolution’  fans
betrayed the Syrian people, just as they betrayed the people of Libya, Cuba and many
other  small countries, when under attack from the big powers.

But imagine the western pseudo-leftist’s  delight  on meeting an apparently  like-minded
individual Syrian. Enter Yassin al-Haj Saleh, author and proud backer of what he imagined
might be a socialist revolution in Syria. His aptly titled book ‘The Impossible Revolution’
(Haymarket Books September 2017) spells out his failed dream and angry disillusionment.
He  claims  to  have  been caught  between “the  hammer  of  Bashar  al  Assad’s  counter-
revolution and the anvil of his reactionary Islamic fundamentalist opponents”. On closer
examination, his personal dilemmas seem entirely of his own making.

Saleh was jailed for 16 years (1980-96) under Hafez al Assad, for what he and his fans and
publisher call ‘activism’. Does this mean ‘dissident’ or ‘peaceful protestor’? In fact his party
had  aligned  itself  to  the  bloody  and  sectarian  Muslim  Brotherhood  insurrections  of
1979-1982. In this article I will discuss the implications of that decision.

Conditions in prison were terrible he says, but adds that he read “hundreds of books [and]
… I learned more there than at university”. Not all prisons allow for such study. He had been
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a  member  of  the  Syrian  Communist  Party  (Political  Bureau),  and  so  boasts  socialist
credentials. In 2011 he joined the ‘revolution’, moving from East Ghouta to Raqqa. There,
fearing DAESH in 2013 he left the country. He survived the ordeal and published his book in
2017.

His  US  publisher  portrays  Yassin  Al-Haj  Saleh  as  “the  intellectual  voice  of  the  Syrian
revolution”. In the book Saleh presents a bleak portrait – but one which will probably appeal
to western cynicism – of “three monsters … treading on Syria’s corpse”:

(1) the Assad regime and its allies,

(2) DAESH/ISIS and the other jihadists, and

(3) the West (the USA, UK, France, etc).

In other words, a plague on all their houses. Such cynicism, if popular, is weak analysis.

We know from independent Turkish pollsters TESEV that, by the end of 2011, only 5% of
Syrians supported ‘violent protest’,  the lowest figure in the region (c.f.  33% in Tunisia and
31% in Palestine) (TESEV 2012: 15).  The big influx of  foreign jihadists in 2012 would have
hardened views against jihadist violence. And we know that the Syrian Arab Army, after
some relatively  small  defections in  the first  year,  did  not  fracture on religious grounds,  as
the Salafists had hoped.

The key problems with promotion of a figure like Saleh, to keep afloat the romantic idea of a
failed ‘revolution’, are these:

(a) the self-serving story hides who this new hero is and what forces in Syria he might
represent;

(b) the idealistic narrative (for a ‘democratic and egalitarian Syria’, etc) hides the actual
historical forces of the Syrian insurrections; and

(c)  in  particular,  it  whitewashes  Saleh’s  own  foolish  collaboration  with  sectarian
Islamists.

You don’t have to buy Saleh’s book, as most of his arguments appear in an extended
interview with Ashley Smith, in the US journal International Socialist Review. Smith is a
member of the US International Socialist Organization, a Trotskyist group drawing on the
ideas of the late Tony Cliff.

Prominent  amongst  those  ideas  is  Cliff’s  theory  of  ‘state  capitalism’,  which  suggests  that
there has never been a true ‘socialist’ revolution and that all capitalist and ‘state capitalist’
nation-states must be smashed and rebuilt. That line is quite consistent with support for
attacks on any state, progressive or otherwise, as also with alliance with imperialism and
reactionary forces to do so. To what extent that sort of Trotskyism is consistent with Saleh’s
view is another matter.

However we know these things about Saleh. First, his Communist Party (Political Bureau)
faction was a tiny ‘Maoist’ splinter from Syria’s main Communist Party, back in the late
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1970s. The main reason for this split was that Saleh’s faction wanted to ‘form an alliance’
with the Muslim Brotherhood, as they engaged in a series of sectarian attacks on the Syrian
state (Gambill 2001). Most Syrian communists sided with the Ba’ath socialist state. However
Saleh and his former leader, Riyad al Turk, persisted in their subordinate ‘alliance’ with the
al Qaeda linked Muslim Brotherhood, into the 2000s (Pace 2005).

What precisely was Syria’s Muslim Brotherhood doing, back in 1979? Let’s read it from the
late British writer Patrick Seale:

“The artillery school massacre of June 1979 marked the start of full-scale urban
warfare  against  Alawis  [and]  against  Ba’ath  party  officials  …  when  cornered
they often blew themselves up with grenades … In Aleppo between 1979 and
1981  terrorists  killed  over  300  people,  mainly  Baathists  and  Alawis  but
including a dozen Islamic clergy who had denounced the murders” (Seale
1988: 324-325).

All  the  other  opposition  parties,  including  most  communists,  rejected  the  Muslim
Brotherhood’s  sectarian  terror;  but  not  Saleh’s  sect.  Collaboration  with  the  Muslim
Brotherhood terrorists is why Saleh received a long jail term in 1980, not because he was
simply an ‘activist’.

Muslim  Brotherhood  terror  has  been  romanticised  over  the  years.  At  the  end  of  the
1979-1982 attacks a final Brotherhood insurrection at Hama city was put down by Hafez al
Assad. Revisionist historians these days, including many western writers, claim there was a
large ‘civilian massacre’ at Hama in May 1982. For example author Rafaël Lefèvre (2013:
77) credulously reports: “While initial reports suggested 10,000 civilians were killed, other
reports put the number as high as 40,000”. This is poor revisionist history.

Seale  (1988:  333-334)  observes  that  Hama  1982  was  a  serious  conflict,  not  a  ‘civilian
massacre’.  The Hama insurrection “was a last ditch battle” for the Brotherhood and it
“raged for three grim weeks .. many civilians were slaughtered in the prolonged mopping up
… in nearly a month of fighting about a third of the historic inner city was demolished”. On
overall  casualties he notes that “government forces too suffered heavy losses to snipers ..
and  grenades”,  while  total  losses  of  life  were  controversial  even  at  the  time,  “with
government sympathisers estimating a mere 3,000 and critics as many as 20,000”.

The ‘civilian massacre’ mythology tries to hide the Brotherhood’s hand in initiating the
violence, as recurred in Daraa and Homs in 2011. US intelligence back in 1982 had no such
illusions.  Of  course  the  US  had  quietly  backed  those  who  financed  and  armed  the
Brotherhood’s attacks on Syria (the Saudis, the King of Jordan, Saddam Hussein and others).
But Washington’s intelligence was dry and pragmatic, in its final assessment of May 1982:

“the  Islamic  Revolution  in  Syria,  the  Nom  de  Guerre  for  the  Muslim
Brotherhood … [spoke of] the rebels’ seizure of the city and the execution of
some 50 “spies and informers” … about 3,000 government forces had been
killed,  according to  the communique … the total  casualties  for  the Hama
incident probably number about 2,000. This includes an estimated 300-400
members of the Muslim Brotherhood’s elite Special Apparatus … the Syrian
Government defeated the fundamentalist[s]  … most  Syrians,  regardless  of
their  difference  with  the  present  government,  do  not  want  the  Muslim
Brotherhood  in  power  …  [but]  their  modus  operandi  will  continue  to  be
terrorism, particularly bombings and assassination” (DIA 1982: 6-7).
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Even if Saleh was young in 1980, most of the political prisoners with whom he shared prison
time would have been Muslim Brotherhood. He was certainly not unaware of their approach
to ‘revolution’ when he joined their next major insurrection in 2011. Indeed he says

“When the [2011] revolution broke out I went into hiding … [and] while I was
writing I was directly involved in the struggle” (Smith 2017).

His greatest claim to fame was to be one of the founders of the ‘Local Coordinating Councils’
(LCCs), indeed he says he was “the main author of the first political statement LCCs issued
in June 2011” (Smith 2017). This tells us that the apparently secular language of the LCCs
masked the faces of Muslim Brotherhood collaborators.

In  any  case,  we  know  that  the  LCCs  were  little  more  than  a  fig  leaf  on  the  thoroughly
sectarian insurrection, dominated by Syrian Muslim Brotherhood groups until 2012. Then
they were displaced from leadership by their international jihadist partners, in the form of
Jabhat  al  Nusra  (al  Qaeda  in  Syria,  set  up  as  a  support  group  for  the  Syrian  Salafis)  and
DAESH / ISIS, an outreach of al Qaeda in Iraq (AQI). As I wrote in my book The Dirty War on
Syria (Anderson 2016: 83-84), the LCCs were seen as having a mainly media or PR role in
2011 (Asi Abu Najm 2011) and, by 2013, they were embedded with the Islamist groups,
mainly reporting on jihadist casualties (LCC 2013).

Yassin  al-Haj  Saleh  says  he  fled  from  East  Ghouta  to  Raqqa,  before  leaving  the  country.
However his early presence in Douma (East Ghouta) demonstrates how reliant he had
become on  his  Salafist  partners.  For  many  years  Douma had  been  dominated  by  Jaysh  al
Islam, in alliance with Jabhat al Nusra. Although the civilian population there has been
decimated,  from  many  thousands  fleeing  the  conflict,  it  remains  one  of  the  few  areas  in
Syria with a social base for sectarian extremists. The same can be said about Raqqa. Both
areas had a strong, reactionary culture, with women in burkas and families preferring to
send their children to a Salafist-led mosque than to school.

The US certainly knew from early days that this ‘revolution’ (1) was being led by extremists
and (2) wanted to create a sectarian Islamic state in eastern Syria. US intelligence in August
2012 observed  that  “Internally,  events  are  taking  a  clear  sectarian  direction.  The  Salafist,
the Muslim Brotherhood and AQI are the major forces driving the insurgency in Syria …
there  is  the  possibility  of  establishing  a  declared  or  undeclared  Salafist  principality  [i.e.
Islamic State] in eastern Syria (Hasaka and Der Zor) and this is exactly what [the US and its
allies] want, in order to isolate the Syrian regime” (DIA 2012 in Hoff 2015).

Washington  knew it  and  most  Syrians  knew it.  The  head  of  the  Syrian  Brotherhood,
Muhammad Riyad Al-Shaqfa, issued a statement on 28 March 2011, which left no doubt that
the group’s aim was sectarian and their target was what they perceived as a secular state.

https://www.globalresearch.ca/wp-content/uploads/2017/05/nusra-front-reuters.jpg
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The enemy was “the secular regime”, he said, and Brotherhood members “have to make
sure that the revolution will be pure Islamic, and with that no other sect would have a share
of the credit after its success” (Al-Shaqfa 2011).

International jihadists, in the form of Jabhat al Nusra (al Qaeda in Syria) appeared in Homs in
early  2011,  specifically  to  help  the  Farouq  Brigade  (then  the  largest  ‘FSA’  group)  with  its
infamous genocidal slogan ‘Alawis to the tomb, Christians to Beirut’ and genocidal practice:
the sectarian murder of supposedly apostate Muslims and the ethnic cleaning of Christians.
Those slogans and practice were reported as early as 5 April 2011 (Farrell 2011) and in
the New York Times in May (Shadid and Kirkpatrick 2011).

Tens of thousands of Syrian Christians from Homs were indeed driven to Beirut (CNA 2012).
Claims  that  the  “Assad  regime”  was  behind  the  sectarianism  were  simply  dishonest.
Whatever their views of the Ba’athist system, most Syrians, and particularly the minorities,
swung behind the Syrian state and the Syrian army very quickly.

As international  jihadists  (mainly from the Arab world,  North Africa,  the Caucasus and
Europe)  joined  the  Syrian  Salafis  in  large  numbers  in  mid-2012,  even  the  western  media
began reporting that these were fanatics, not revolutionaries.

Well before DAESH / ISIS came across from Iraq to Syria the ‘Free Army’ leaders were
complaining that the Syrian President had at least “70 percent” support in Aleppo (Bayoumy
2013); that the local people,

“all of them, are loyal to the criminal Bashar, they inform on us” (Abouzeid
2012); and that the people are “all informers … they hate us. They blame us
for the destruction” (Ghaith 2012).

But, they went on to say, they had God on their side. James Foley, himself subject to a
theatrical style execution by DAESH in 2014, reported two years earlier that the FSA ‘rebels’
had little public support. Indeed one leader promised Aleppo ‘would burn’, because the
people there did not support the ‘revolution’ (Foley 2012).

Unpopularity is fatal to a revolution; to a religious fanatic it is merely inconvenient.

It is impossible that Saleh – an ideological fanatic, but an educated fanatic – did not know all
this. Even if he himself was not an sectarian Islamist, he knew that the extreme sectarians
with whom he collaborated in 1979 and again in 2011 were leading his ‘revolution’.

Saleh maintains his own self-serving myths about the conflict: that the ‘Assad regime’ was
the source of sectarian violence, that Sunni Muslims and Kurds were oppressed, and that the
US and its minions really supported the Assad Government. Saleh claims that the Obama
administration (despite its repetitive and imperious ‘Assad must go’ demands) really wanted
“regime preservation not regime change” (Saleh in Smith 2017).

It  is  hard  to  see  how any  reasonable  person  can  take  this  seriously.  We even  have
admissions from senior US officials, including former Vice President Biden and former head
of  the US military Martin  Dempsey,  that  the ‘Arab Allies’  of  the US financed every jihadist
group from the ‘Free Army’ to DAESH / ISIS, precisely to get rid of Assad. More recently,
former  Qatari  Foreign  Minister  Hamad  Bin  Jassim  admitted  that  his  little  petro-state
coordinated with Saudis, Turkey and the US to support all anti-Government jihadist forces
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(Syriana Analysis 2017).

Saleh’s former mentor, Riyad al Turk (who “liked” Saudi-backed Lebanese Prime Minister
Rafiq Hariri), was calling for US military assistance in 2005 to help “the opposition” get rid of
the Assad Government (Pace 2005). Of course he did not represent the Syrian Opposition. In
the Damascus Declaration (2005), while making harsh criticisms of the Baathist system,
most  Syrian  opposition  groups  specifically  renounced  violent  attacks  on  the  state  and
outside  intervention.  The  Muslim Brotherhood  and  its  hangers  on,  in  contrast,  always
wanted violence with US and/or NATO assistance.

Saleh’s claim to fame as a secular communist against ‘the regime’ is undermined by how
unrepresentative his small group was of Syria’s communists. He, like al Turk, criticises most
other communists who “supported the regime” (Smith 2017). So how much support did his
faction have? Al Turk maintained “we don’t announce how many members we have” (Pace
2005), but Gambill (2001) suggests it was “very little”.

Syria’s main Communist Party split in the mid-1980s (over Gorbachev’s policies), into two
groups. Both stood candidates in the Peoples’ Congress (Majlis al Shaab) elections of 2007,
2012 and 2016, gaining 8, 11 and 4 MPs out of 250, respectively. That indicates that Syria’s
main communist parties had electoral support of between 80,000 and 140,000 Syrian voters
(IDEA 2017; Syrian Parliament 2017). We have no way of knowing how much support there
ever was for the Communist Party (Political Bureau), or its successor the ‘Syrian Peoples
Democratic Party’. But ask yourself, how many genuinely secular Marxists would collaborate
with sectarian, al Qaeda styled Islamists?

The inescapable conclusion is that Saleh’s romanticised ideas failed and he was lucky to
escape with his life. He certainly would have been in danger from both the Syrian Army and
DAESH. But he and his tiny faction did not represent any significant part of the Syrian left.
They were distinguished mainly by their collaboration with the Brotherhood groups and their
al Qaeda allies, before they disappeared entirely from the scene.

After his successive failures Saleh blames everyone (Bashar al Assad, alQaeda/ISIS, the
West)  but  himself.  Yet  it  seems he has  become a useful  figure for  western  pseudo-leftists
(who never could identify an actual Syrian armed group that they supported) to point at and
say “Look, there really was a left revolution in Syria! Here he is!”

Pseudo-leftists in western countries – who for years held on to the Washington-promoted
fiction of a ‘Syrian Revolution’ – are desperate for token Syrian ‘hero’ on which to hang their
fantasies. That could be an ex-Islamist or an ex-communist; they don’t look too closely to
see where these people come from. This desperation highlights their failure to confront
actual history, and to care about the things that matter to ordinary people.
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