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Before the phrase was spray-painted on walls and stenciled on cars, Syrian military 
officers heard it in meetings to discuss how to quell an antigovernment uprising sweeping 
Syria in 2011. 
“Assad or we burn the country.” 

The stark words warned those who would defy President Bashar al-Assad. And when 
protests morphed into war, Mr. Assad, backed by hard-core members of his Alawite 
religious sect, made good on the threat, presiding over much of Syria’s destruction to 
maintain his grip on power. 
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“In every meeting we had, the Alawite officers would say it—‘Assad or we burn the 
country,’” recalled Abduljabar al-Akidi, then a colonel in the Syrian army. “I knew that 
Assad would not leave until he had demolished the entire country and blood would run in 
the streets.” 

Today, after nearly eight years of conflict, Mr. Assad is on the verge of victory. His 
forces have clawed back control over much of the country, with the help of Russian air 
power and Iran-backed foreign militias. Despite his government’s documented atrocities, 
Arab states that long shunned it are beginning to normalize relations, evidently resigned 
to the regime’s survival. 
The United Arab Emirates and Bahrain have reopened embassies. Sudan’s President 
Omar al-Bashir recently traveled to Damascus to meet with Mr. Assad, the first visit by 
the leader of an Arab League country since 2011. With the near territorial defeat of 
Islamic State, the U.S. has announced plans to withdraw most of its 2,000-strong force 
from Kurdish-controlled parts of northeast Syria, a move that could enable the Assad 
government to retake every inch of the country, as it has long vowed to do. 
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Sudan's President Omar al-Bashir, right, became the first Arab League leader to visit Syria since a civil war 
erupted there. Syrian President Assad is left. PHOTO: SANA/ASSOCIATED PRESS 

To survive the uprising that threatened his rule and come back from the brink of defeat, 
Mr. Assad followed a blueprint marked out from the early days of the conflict. 

When protesters first took to the streets eight years ago, Mr. Assad decided against 
modest political concessions that might have eased the tensions, but that loyalists worried 
could embolden more calls for change. Instead, his regime opted for a violent crackdown, 
dubbed protesters terrorists and pushed the opposition toward armed confrontation. 
“If he could transform this into a sectarian struggle, into an armed struggle, he could 
survive indefinitely,” said Frederic C. Hof, who oversaw Syria policy at the State 
Department during President Obama’s first term. 

 

A Syrian flag at an army checkpoint in the Eastern Ghouta region last July. PHOTO: HASSAN 
AMMAR/ASSOCIATED PRESS 

The subsequent war has left nearly half a million people dead from fighting. Many more 
have died from a ruined health system, which itself has been a target of Assad regime 
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military attacks. Families live in ground-floor apartments of shattered buildings, their 
children attending schools with no windows or doors. Since 2011 roughly half of the 
country’s 22 million people have fled their homes, creating a vast international refugee 
crisis that among other effects has fueled anti-migrant and nationalist ferment in Europe. 
The Syrian government didn’t respond to requests for interviews or provide comment on 
allegations against it. At a public meeting in October, Mr. Assad said his government 
paid a heavy price to preserve the country. 
In his own bid to stay in power, ordinary Syrians would pay the heaviest price of all. 

Early on in the Syrian uprising, the Syrian government was divided on how to respond, 
according to former U.S. Ambassador Robert Ford, with some officials favoring dialogue 
and political change. Gen. Ahmed Tlass, then an officer in the Syrian Interior Ministry, 
said he heard from colleagues that Mr. Assad didn’t want violence. 

Hard-line generals pushed Mr. Assad toward an iron-fist strategy, Mr. Ford said, adding 
that the president “in the end was not willing to take the risks of the reform.” 

At an antigovernment demonstration in Raqqa in March 2012, police commanders gave 
orders not to shoot, said Muhammad al-Masri, at the time a Syrian army captain stationed 
in the city. But air force troops still opened fire on the protesters, killing one. “Orders to 
kill came directly from the palace,” Capt. Masri said, citing subsequent questioning of air 
force security forces. 
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U.S. military vehicles traversed the northern Syria city of Manbij, shortly after President Trump said American 
troops would soon leave the country. PHOTO: DELIL SOULEIMAN/AGENCE FRANCE-PRESSE/GETTY 
IMAGES 

In resorting to force, Mr. Assad had a ready playbook. Beginning in the late 1970s, his 
father, the late Hafez Assad, faced an uprising by the Muslim Brotherhood, which 
included sectarian assassinations and car bombings. The attacks were exploited by the 
Syrian regime to rally support for its actions against the Brotherhood, said Amr Al-Azm, 
a professor of Middle East history and anthropology at Shawnee State University in Ohio. 

In 1982, Hafez Assad crushed the Brotherhood rebellion by killing thousands in the 
central city of Hama and razing some of its neighborhoods. The Syrian military 
surrounded the city and bombarded it for a month. 
When in 2011 protesters took to the streets in Damascus and other Syrian cities, Hafez 
Assad’s son once again played to the public’s fears of radicals as he launched a forceful 
crackdown. 
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“Its seeds began in the Hama uprising by being able to demonize a segment of your 
society, by being able to say it’s either us or them,” Mr. Azm said. “They have a very 
well-developed strategy that they activate to catastrophic results.” 

At the end of May 2011, Mr. Assad offered amnesty for more than a thousand political 
prisoners. The move was initially seen as a way to defuse antigovernment sentiment. It 
also raised the specter of radical sectarianism, according to Yahya al-Aridi, a onetime 
media adviser to the Syrian government and former head of a national television channel, 
and many others who were formerly part of the government or military. 

 

Antigovernment protesters demonstrated in Banias, Syria in 2011, near the start of Syria’s civil 
war. PHOTO:AGENCE FRANCE-PRESSE/GETTY IMAGES 

Those released included Muslim Brotherhood members, jihadists who had fought in Iraq 
against the U.S. and men with links to al Qaeda. Some would go on to lead the largest 
Islamist factions in the multisided and fractious rebel ranks, who at times fought among 
themselves almost as much as they battled regime forces. 

“[Mr. Assad] knows that even though they are all Islamists, they are from different 
schools, and they will kill each other,” said Bassam Barabandi, a former diplomat in 
Syria’s foreign ministry who defected in 2013. 
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The eventual dominance of the Islamists and subsequent emergence of extremist 
elements within the opposition deepened the growing conflict. It also concerned countries 
that early on came out in support of the opposition. 

The rise of Islamic State from the chaos of Syria’s civil war elicited such horror that it 
drained some of the global worry away from Mr. Assad’s repressive government. 

“The net effect of all of this in a very perverse way was to portray Bashar al-Assad as a 
factor for Syria’s stability,” said Mr. Hof, the former State Department official. 

As the regime was releasing the Islamist prisoners, it filled empty cells with thousands of 
antigovernment activists. The disappearance of so many peaceful activists further 
increased the uprising’s violent turn. 
Protests that cut across Syria’s religious and sectarian divides presented a particular 
challenge to the Assad regime, which had long presented itself as the protector of 
minorities in a Sunni Muslim-majority country. When protests attended by Sunnis, 
Alawites and Christians began in June 2011 in the Mediterranean coastal province of 
Latakia, the government sought to put an end to such shows of unified dissent. 

Syrian military officers there were ordered to put on street clothes and blend with 
protesters in the town of Jabla—but to wave Islamic banners, call for a caliphate and 
curse Alawites, according to Col. Fatih Hassoun, another former Syrian military officer 
who defected. 
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“Bashar al-Assad or we will burn the country” warned a message seen scrawled on the orthodox church of 
Saint Elias the Jealous in the outskirts of Damascus. PHOTO: MOHAMMED 
BADRA/EPA/SHUTTERSTOCK 

In early 2012, a year after the Syrian uprising began, the regime demonstrated the 
determined brutality behind “Assad or we burn the country” in the central city of Homs. 

Gen. Salim Idriss, another Syrian officer who later defected, remembers seeing the 
threatening slogan on the walls of a military building in Homs, at an office of Mr. 
Assad’s Baath Party and on schoolhouse walls in the rebel-held neighborhood of Baba 
Amr. 

Weeks later, the regime’s forces launched a military assault on that neighborhood, first 
surrounding it and cutting residents off from electricity and communications, according 
to the Syrian Network for Human Rights. Attacks using mortars, tank shells and rockets 
killed 244 civilians over a month, according to the network. It said the onslaught forced 
rebels to withdraw, and when government forces stormed the neighborhood they shot or 
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stabbed at least 53 civilians, evoking memories of Mr. Assad’s father’s massacre in 
Hama. 

By the time chemical weapons were used on a large scale in August 2013, the world had 
become almost inured to violence in the country. The attack with what the United 
Nations said was sarin gas killed more than 1,400 people. 
 
 
Driven from Home 
About one-third of all Syrians are displaced within their country... 

 
 
 
 
Regional nations and Western countries accused the Assad regime of carrying out the 
chemical attack. Mr. Assad blamed his opponents but agreed to dismantle his chemical 
arsenal. Though not fully kept, the pledge averted retaliation at the time by the Obama 
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Regional nations and Western countries accused the Assad regime of carrying 
chemical attack. Mr. Assad blamed his opponents but agreed to dismantle 
arsenal. Though not fully kept, the pledge averted retaliation at the time by 



administration, which had previously called the use of chemical weapons a “red line” not 
to be crossed. 
That year, Islamic State emerged as a growing threat, eventually seizing large expanses 
of territory, yet the Assad regime continued directing its firepower primarily at the more 
mainstream groups often described as the moderate rebels. High-profile atrocities by 
Islamic State, such as its videotaped beheadings, began to shift the world’s horrified 
attention more to the terror group. 
The result was less attention on Mr. Assad and his own atrocities. Thousands of 
government detainees remain unaccounted for. Amnesty International in a 2017 report 
called the government’s Sednaya prison a place where systematic extrajudicial killings 
amounted to a “policy of extermination.” 
“In the beginning of 2013, administration people were saying things like, ‘Bashar is 
terrible, he’s a war criminal, but if he were to be removed what’s the alternative?” said 
Mr. Hof, who is now a senior fellow at the Atlantic Council’s Rafik Hariri Center for the 
Middle East. 

Today, in hard-hit cities such as Aleppo, entire neighborhoods are devastated. Large parts 
of the city’s ancient covered souk has been gutted by fires and fighting. The 12th-century 
Great Mosque and the 13th-century citadel have suffered years of artillery attacks and 
gunfire from warring parties. Mr. Assad’s omnipresent photo, however, has returned as 
the regime has regained ground. 
The U.S. continues to call for a political solution to the conflict, and last year the Trump 
administration threw its support behind a bill that would impose additional sanctions on 
the Assad regime and its officials to hold them accountable “for the slaughter of civilians 
and other atrocities.” 
Despite such efforts, Mr. Assad is looking more and more like the long war’s winner. In 
March 2018, he drove eastward out of Damascus to its Eastern Ghouta suburbs to meet 
with government forces on the front lines. 

Beyond was an area, known for its rebel presence and once the target of a sarin-gas 
attack, where civilians huddled in basements from Syrian government mortar and rocket 
attacks. The entire area would be under regime control in a matter of weeks. 
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As Mr. Assad walked toward the gathered soldiers, past pockmarked buildings and tanks 
perched atop rubble, the men erupted in chants that have epitomized the Assad family’s 
grip on Syria: “With our souls, with our blood, we will sacrifice ourselves for you, 
Bashar.” 

 

Shattered buildings in Homs, Syria, in 2018. PHOTO: SERGEI GRITS/ASSOCIATED PRESS 

—Nazih Osseiran and Nour Alakraa contributed to this article. 

Write to Raja Abdulrahim at raja.abdulrahim@wsj.com 
Appeared in the March 7, 2019, print edition as 'Assad on Brink of Victory After Overseeing Syria’s Ruin.' 
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