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ABSTRACT 

 

 As the world has shifted away from the Cold War, the type of conflict around the world 

has shifted away from multi-national conflicts towards internal civil wars. This has also 

prompted a shift in conflict literature, as researchers look to analyze these new conflicts. Within 

the plethora of data/works on conflict literature, there had emerged two camps regarding conflict 

party alignment: one focused on sectarian roots and another centered on economic and class 

conflicts. However, in this piece I show how neither of the existing camps properly captures the 

highly volatile nature of party alignment past the initial divisions. Further, I take elements from 

both camps, along with new introductions, to craft a new model that can help us understand the 

impact institutions and other bodies have on shaping such divisions in times of internal civil war. 

To accomplish his, I used the most high-profile civil war of our past decade, Syria, to test this 

new theory.  
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Intro 

 As global politics continue to evolve in new directions, conflict itself has been reshaped 

in recent decades. Following the end of the Cold War in the early 1990s, conflict type shifted 

from direct proxy conflicts, towards internal civil conflicts with varying degrees of external 

intervention. The American invasion and occupation of Iraq in 2003 further inflamed tensions in 

the Middle East and North Africa, contributing to nearly two decades of escalated social and 

political instability. This social environment became a breeding ground for insurgencies, political 

revolutions and civil wars. In the ensuing power vacuums, a variety of actors and political 

movements would clash over the future of the region. As old state entities and regimes would 

erode or be forcefully replaced, their decisions and policy actions would continue to influence 

and shape the factions that would emerge in their absence. It is these social and economic factors 

that laid the groundwork for the eventual division of populations along battle lines, and thus 

deserve further scrutiny. 

 As the very nature of internal conflict increases the likelihood of creating a multiparty 

environment, actors and civilians alike are forced to make party alignment decisions in order to 

survive. These decisions are not made on a random basis, suggesting there is a series of external 

and internal variables influencing this decision-making process. In many instances, rampant 

instability can lead to many phases of re-alignment within singular states, where actors and 

civilians alike are forced to undergo this process many times over. The individual “party 

alignment” of these individuals/groups within these conflict zones is the focus of this analysis, as 

public support is directly linked to official state legitimacy and the ability of rebel factions to 

survive a drawn-out conflict. Therefore, an inquiry into the effect of institutional design/action 

along with sub-state variables has on the party alignment of an individual/group is warranted.  
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Following the 2011 Arab Spring uprising, the geopolitical situation in North Africa and 

the Middle East became even more unstable. The series of uprisings, coups, and revolutionary 

attempts that spawned as a result, varied wildly in composition and success. The Syrian uprising 

and subsequent Civil War have become the most prominent of the many lingering wars and 

insurgencies left over by this almost decade old movement, grabbing headlines across the west 

due to its casualty rates and mass refugee exodus (Rabinovich, 2017). With this new wave of 

conflict comes the question of how differing variables might have played into the formation of 

the wide variety of militia groups currently contesting regime forces and other rebels across 

almost every region in Syria. With a diverse ethnographical situation pre-war, Syria’s myriad of 

ethnic and religious groups became divided along many differing battle lines, bringing into 

question how a group’s party alignment can be shaped across differing phases of a conflict by 

their ethnic identification.  

The Syrian political institutions offer an interesting point of study in their role as a pre-requisite 

in establishing the foundations of the conflict. How did they shape the socio-economic situation 

that created the initial divide in the early stages of the conflict, thus altering the environment 

ethnic propaganda enters into? Studying both the institutions and group ethnic identities across 

the different phases of the war will allow us to better understand conflict party alignment in this 

civil war. 

Literature Review 

Conflict studies have a long history within the field of Political Science, and thus there is 

a plethora of literature for us to draw from. Throughout the rise of internal civil wars during the 

Cold War, initial literature into the sources of these conflicts began to arise. Within this subset, 

two main camps began to arise, one basing its models around preset sectarianism as the primary 
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source, and the other being based upon a class conflict model. The two contrasting theory groups 

are explored below, along with identifying gaps in the literature surrounding these two model 

groups, suggesting the need for a new approach.  

Within the field of conflict studies, the importance of internal civil wars has gradually 

risen in recent years, as it has taken the mantle of the most common and deadliest form of 

conflict on the globe. On a definitional basis, an internal conflict is classified as a “Civil War” 

when, “those internal conflicts… count more than 1,000 battle deaths in a single year” 

(Blattman, Miguel, 2010). Analyzing such conflicts tends to have two differing units of analysis, 

depending on the preferred methodology and the information available: Individual Analysis and 

Group/Community Analysis (Blattman, Miguel, 2010). Isolating the size of the unit of analysis 

will prompt certain base assumptions regarding possible independent variables. Group analysis 

will be forced to make broader inferences but can focus on the impact of larger social factors and 

may require a smaller scale of data. However, focusing on an individual unit of analysis can be 

helpful in properly dissecting rifts within communities that would have otherwise gone 

unnoticed. Variables such as socioeconomic standing, ethnic/racial divisions, religious divisions, 

geographical situation, political system and climate, etc. can be operationalized in both 

individual and group contexts, thus creating a need for clear definitions of the many possible 

independent variables when conducting testing of this nature.   

 The political landscape within a nation can lay the groundwork for the possibility of an 

internal civil conflict, along with influencing its possible severity. As such, there has been 

extensive work on the study of the effects political regime type has on civil wars. Broadly, trends 

suggest that semi-democratic political institutions are the most vulnerable to such conflict, as 

they have neither the freedoms for peaceful negotiations and adaptations of laws to match the 
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protesters wishes provided by democratic institutions, nor the political strength to crack down 

extensively on any uprisings that stems from central authoritarian control.  Often, semi-

democratic regimes rely upon a series of sub actors to execute central authority policies. 

Therefore, there is a constant need for these sub actors to be appeased, or they risk the alienating 

their supporters from government benefits. This can further create an environment that allows for 

sharp political divisions and heightened factionalism and political violence (Vreeland, 2008). 

Further, once conflict erupts, ideological identification is crucial to the longevity and success of 

rebellious armed groups, fueling increased fractionalization (Sanin, Wood, 2014). The 

subsequent political violence lends itself towards facilitate the establishment of sectarian militia 

groups on both sides of a conflict. As either insurgents or incumbents, militia formation prolongs 

conflict duration and increases social fractionalization due to the regional nature of these factions 

(Jentzsch, Kalyvas, Schubiger, 2015). 

 Resolution of internal civil wars can be complicated by a myriad of factors. Internal 

political constraints on the present government can hamper the ability of their respective 

negotiators to bring about a diplomatic solution that incentivizes the incumbents enough to go 

along with peace (Urlacher, 2011). A nation’s surrounding political landscape can further impact 

both the likelihood of a civil war erupting and the resolution mechanism to resolve it, due to 

possible proxy intervention and regional political rivalries becoming intertwined (Gleditsch, 

2007). Further, the total number of veto players, or actors that must be incentivized to end the 

conflict, has a strong link to the duration of civil wars (Cunningham, 2006). Should these veto 

players be empowered by the sectarian social factors, this will provide a further disincentive to 

seek a peaceful resolution, as long as the veto players still believe in a possible net positive 

outcome.  
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 The study of the impact of sub-state identities, particularly ethnicity, on civil wars during 

the formation of the conflict and post-conflict start is nothing new. On the surface, a highly 

diverse nation with “obvious” ethnic divisions might seem more susceptible to internal conflict, 

however there is no statistical deviation between nations with and without said divisions in their 

chance for conflict (Fearon, Latin, 2003). Instead, ethnic identities come into play as a 

“Secondary Variable” once conflict has already erupted. As the conflict takes shape, ethnic 

leaders often propagate propaganda that plays upon these existing ethnic lines, often to serve 

their “elitist” purposes in the place of that of the masses (Esteban, Ray, 2008). Further, when 

institutions are designed to benefit singular ethnic groups over another, this creates a political 

and socio-economic imbalance. Thus, when protests and conflict erupt due to the repressive acts 

and/or economic downturn, conflict divisions have already been pre-drawn along “ethnic lines” 

beforehand. Therefore, ethnic groups are often the ones to start internal civil wars, although not 

due to their ethnic identity but instead because of the institutional bias (Denny, Walter, 2014). 

This fine line between ethnicity’s saliency as a primary cause vs secondary inner-conflict 

influence can complicate statistically significant model creation for such a variable. Results can 

often be ambiguous or statistically insignificant due to a general lack of data/information and 

other studies on smaller local cases (Esteban, Mayoral, Ray, 2012; Strochien, 2017).  

 When taken together, regime type and political institutions can form the basis for a 

multitude of social influences and political outcomes in the early stages of the conflict. It further 

can act as a pre-requisite towards fostering an environment that either promotes or negates 

“Secondary Variables” that come into play during a secondary phase in the conflict. Secondary 

variables, such as ethnic identification, are not responsible for the conflicts themselves, but can 

play a role in the conflict later if the environment is correct. Establishing the scenarios in which 
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ethnic identification is most likely to factor in, would enable better predictions and studies in 

academia, and allow political leaders to adapt accordingly. As such, analyzation of both variables 

is necessary to properly address conflict party alignment. 

General Theory 

Conflicts can arise from a myriad of institutional failures and socio-economic influences, 

that change the landscape of the conflict from the start.  The degrees to which these “Primary 

Variables” come into play, may enable or dissuade the impact a “Secondary Variable” could 

have during the conflict itself. The political institutional design of a nation acts as one of these 

ground-laying primary forces, wielding the power to distribute socio-economic resources and 

opportunities at the will of those who control its design. The power of resource distribution 

provides the state with both the opportunity for systematic efficiency alongside corruption or 

resource discrimination. Instances in which the latter begins to occur along a sub-state identifier 

over a period of time will start to draw conflict lines in the socio-economic sphere before a shot 

has even been fired.  

A simple thought experiment can demonstrate this flow of events smoothly, using 

Country X, Sub-State Group A (30% of Pop) and Sub-State Group B (70% of Pop) with 

ethnicity being the sub-state variable under scrutiny. Country X’s political institutions have been 

shaped over a decade or two by elites within Group A to distribute monetary resources and 

government positions disproportionately to those of their own ethnicity, while providing only 

minimal funds to those belonging to Group B (β2X2 and β3X3). A short economic downturn, or 

another economic/political force, causes protests by those socio-economically disenfranchised by 

the system (β1X1). Those who benefit under the current institutional design are incentivized to 

keep the status quo and generally avoid joining the protests. On the other side of the spectrum, 
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those who lack economic and social resources will be incentivized to protest as a way to alter the 

institutions that have committed resource allocation discrimination (β4X4). Thus, the swaying of 

political institutions along ethnic lines has already created a series of political and social 

incentives along what resembles ethnic lines.  

Initial Party Alignment Equation 

Y1 (Initial Alignment) = β1X1 (Current Econ Situation * Δ Econ) + β2X2 (Political Access & 

Mobility) + β3X3 (Social Services Accessibility) + β4X4 (Sub-Group Discrimination) + e 

At this point, one of three can instances occurs: 1) a political settlement is reached 

altering the institutions; 2) protests are wholly crushed, and institutions do not change; or 3) 

attempted crackdown or non-action leads to civil war. Should a civil war ensue, research 

suggests that the saliency of communal ideals increases, and “Elites” are now incentivized to 

encode unravelling events in ethnic terminology as a means of rallying support (Corstange, 

York, 2018). Public Opinion research suggests that this form of ethnic propaganda requires a 

rather low sophistication ceiling, furthering their initial attractiveness (Kinder, Nelson, 1996).  

Figure 1: Internal Conflict Event Chain Model 
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As the conflict begins, state institutions are highly susceptible to collapse, leaving a void 

of institutional authority. To fill this void, sub-state identities become more prominent, leading to 

increases in sectarianism (Hinnebusch, 2019). The onset of a civil war creates a security 

dilemma, where in each communal group seeing the other as a threat, acts pre-emptively to 

increase its own security via taking up arms. Inter communal violence may erupt, in a manner 

that makes all sides less secure in the long run. This may result in a ‘retreat’ to sub-state 

identities: many people in multi-sectarian societies may (depending on the social structural 

context and the actions of political entrepreneurs) transfer their loyalties from the state to an 

armed sectarian group (Hinnebusch, 2019). At this point the sub-state identity, ethnic 

identification in this case, has fully come into force as a main factor in conflict party alignment. 

Secondary Party Alignment Equation 

Y2 (Secondary Alignment) = β5X5 (New Econ Situation * Δ Econ) + β6X6 (War 

Balance) + β7X7 (Propaganda Magnitude) + Y1 + e 

This alignment of variables creates the scenario that allows for ethnic rhetoric to thrive 

(represented by β7X7), and sectarian factors to come into play within the conflict, creating a 

semi-sectarian nature (Phillips, 2015). A socio-economic division of some nature was bound to 

occur once the conflict began; however, the institutional discrimination created in this example 

amplified the ability for ethnic identification to play a role later on. This economic situation is 

also subject to fluctuations (β5X5) throughout the conflict as the wartime situation (β6X6) changes 

around citizens and groups. Had there been ethnic uniformity across socio-economic lines, you 

would be hard pressed to show a large impact ethnic identification would have on party 
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alignment, Thus, this series of events leads us towards our two primary hypotheses for this 

paper: 

H1: “As Political Institutions increasingly favor one or more social groups, social 

division along sub-state lines in times of internal conflict and civil war along those lines 

will increase.”  

This hypothesis is specific to the impact state institutions has on party alignment prior to 

the outbreak of the civil conflict. Further, this could lead towards helping to establish at what 

point in a conflict a secondary variable, such as ethnicity, begins to play a larger role in conflict 

party alignment.  

H2: “As Political Institutions increasingly socially and/or economically discriminate along sub-

state lines, conflict party alignment divisions along those same sub-state lines will increase once 

a Civil War has begun.” 

This hypothesis argues that if the institutional pre-requisite has been met, and that during 

“Phase 2” of a conflict, ethnic identity influences the party alignment for our unit of analysis. 

Further, it will act as a building block to link the institutions existing right before the outbreak of 

the conflict, through Phase 2 of the ensuing conflict, by building upon the conclusions reach 

from testing H1.  

Research Design 

The main emphasis of this piece will revolve around the current Syrian Civil War (2010-

2019) but will discuss institutional development under the Assad regime from 1978 to 2010. As 

such, functioning within a Post-1978 timeline will allow us to include the political decisions by 

the Assad regimes that helped to foster the institutional and ethnic environment that led us to this 
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point. We may also further contrast the current situation with the 1979-82 Islamist Uprising, and 

how the institutions then successfully put it down using violent measures (Talhamy, 2012). 

The very nature of internal conflicts often hampers efforts to create detailed “rules” to 

analyze future conflicts with. Case studies offer instead the opportunity to heavily analyze 

specific cases that present a unique situation that either diverges or compliments existing theories 

regarding our norms and expectations. In this way, they can offer an insight into very specific 

occurrences within an already small niche. This, however, can offer consequences in the form of 

wider applicability. In the instance where the case under review is “too niche”, the conclusions 

drawn from the study may not be applicable to other situations. To combat this type of drawback, 

the cases are put through a comparative analysis at the end. 

In regard to selecting individual cases, certain criteria should be employed when sorting 

through potential options. First, the country at hand should possess a regime that has been in 

place for a long enough period to have had the chance to either reinforce the previous 

institutional norms or shape them to the new regime’s liking. Exact timeframes can vary 

depending on regime efficiency, but case prospects with high amount of recent regime turnover 

may want to be avoided. Second, the country should have a series of clearly definable sub-state 

identities (language, religion, ethnicity, geographic identities, etc). This will give both the regime 

several options to choose from should it want to institutionally discriminate, and also allow the 

researcher to test for which identity, if any, becomes a leading factor in party alignment once a 

conflict breaks out. Third, the regime must undergo an outbreak of internal civil war. While third 

party intervention into this type of conflict is almost inevitable in today’s geo-political 

environment, cases whose conflicts develop internally before third-party actors get involved 

should be preferred over cases where direct third-party intervention/invasion is the trigger event 
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for the conflict. Combined, these factors will allow an author working under this model to 

properly select a case that will allow for a smooth analysis section of their paper.  

Dependent Variable 

 The main variable under measurement in this paper is the alignment of an 

individual/community with a particular armed group within a civil war. Due to the ethnographic 

situation in Syria, along with the ongoing nature of the conflict, relying on tribal/communal 

identities for this process may become necessary. As will be defined later, the case are divided 

into two distinct phases along with a testing variable for each phase. Moving forward, the 

dependent variable in this analysis will be referred to as “Conflict Party Alignment” for 

continuity.  

A “Conflict Party” is the physical military/political organization that operates on the 

ground inside a conflict. It consists of a series of members that can be classified into several 

categories: military member, political member, financial member and civil member. In operation, 

this entity will be in a constant political struggle with the other entities to gain political and state 

legitimacy. This definition allows us to capture the full array of internal party membership, while 

allowing us to account for foreign support as the result of proxy intervention.  

Direct operationalization of Conflict Party Alignment shall be reliant upon the data 

availability for each individual case. Accurate data gathering during civil wars is extremely 

difficult, particularly when it comes to polling regarding personal identifications and allegiance. 

There exist several external factors that dissuade individuals from providing accurate party 

alignment polling data, depending on the individual’s circumstances both during and post-

conflict. Often, individuals do not wish to be attached to events that took place in their 
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hometown out of fear of retribution. This becomes even more complex depending on the post-

conflict scenario, as research access to the post-conflict areas can be hampered if a restrictive 

regime emerges in the aftermath. To overcome this, researchers will need to rely upon a 

combination of available ethnographic data, along with general population figures to create a 

pathway to properly test our variables.  

Independent Variables 

“Political Institutions” shall comprise the primary independent variable in the initial 

phase of the conflict. The variable consists of the main governmental mechanisms, focusing on 

the actions of those empowered by the central government and any regional 

offices/positions/programs that were directly controlled by the pre-war central national 

government. In order to properly classify the regime, a system is needed to empirically construct 

a classification system. To construct this, I rely upon the aforementioned central government 

actions and policies to construct a rough estimation of the portion of the population has the 

ability to enter into the national governmental mechanisms mentioned above, and/or is a 

beneficiary of the status quo systems. If done properly, this could give us an insight into the 

proportion of the population that is either incentivized to participate in a movement to change the 

socio-economic status quo or are more benefited by its continual usage. As previous literature 

suggests initial conflict lines can be drawn upon socio-economic lines, this attempts to follow in 

that model.  

 This system of measurement allows for us to compensate for “non-democratic political 

inclusion”: instances where on paper the regime is purely Autocratic in nature, but, a significant 

minority of the population wields some form of political power or is incentivized to support the 
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current regime. Likewise, institutions that appear on paper to be purely democratic, but instead 

have limiting factors that prevent participation, can be noted.  

The reason for such a narrow perspective relates back to the literature above about 

governmental responses differing by institutional design. In theory, Autocratic regimes are the 

sole holders of official repressive power, and as such, have the political ability to crush uprisings 

without fear of repercussion. The high levels of concentration of state control in Autocratic 

regimes means there are very few checks to prevent the immediate usage of those state assets. 

This can lead to quick repressive actions being on the table at a time other regime types would 

otherwise be unable to access those assets, or fail to bring them to bear at all. Purely democratic 

regimes are polar opposites in nature, as while they possess official repressive means, there 

exists a vast political structure in place to prevent its usage. The prevention of an immediate 

crackdown, and the existence of democratic pathways to change, means protesters and the 

regime both will be incentivized to engage through the democratic institutions instead of a 

continual series of violent clashes. In contrast to the two polar regime types, pseudo-democratic 

states hold neither the institutional nor repressive violence legitimacy it takes to address civil 

unrest once it reaches such a breaking point. Should a pseudo-democratic regime attempt a 

violent crackdown, it may not be able to act in full force for fear of alienating the sections of the 

ruling minority it relies upon, nor does it possess democratic institutions for people to alter the 

system through. Thus, they are the most vulnerable to a continuous conflict.  

In comparison to other systems of regime measurement, current democracy indexes use 

similar classificatory language as many academic scholars, but the regimes they classify as one 

unit may not in reality possess the power in times of conflict they should according to broad 

research. Thus, the current system, while useful for measuring individual freedoms, may not be 
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best for classifying institutions in relation to a central government’s ability to respond to internal 

conflict. A descriptive analysis of regime inclusion over a set period of time provides an 

alternative to the aforementioned democracy indexes, in an effort to better align with research on 

political institution’s impact on civil wars. This directly links to the degree of political 

participation the state institutions allow in relation to its overall population. Regime structures 

can differ in this manner, so a myriad of variables to decide this broad classification may be 

used, i.e., distribution of state resources (jobs, contracts, political favors), economic wealth 

distribution, legislative representative make-up (even for authoritarian regimes, as it represents 

the “ideal” image the regime is attempting to display), along with other available data. This 

figure however can be limited due to available data, so this must be noted when analyzing a 

state’s institutions. Holistically, the author should be able to constitute a rough estimation for 

what percentage of the population benefits under the economic and political system prior to the 

onset of the conflict. This number can then be cross-references with regime type research for a 

proper classification.  

The “secondary independent variable” that is the focus of our analysis in phase two of 

our case, is ethnic identity. This social construct is often a culmination of religion, racial, tribal 

and other social identities that have culminated over time. For this analysis, the states in question 

are not built upon a singular ethnic identity, so ethnic identification is regarded as a sub-state 

identity for this reason. Further, there is extensive literature to suggest that ethnic identity is not 

causally linked to conflict inherently (Fearon, Latin, 2003). Instead, it acts as a secondary social 

factor that, as this paper attempts to demonstrate, can become intensified once an institutional 

pre-requisite is in place prior to the conflict.  
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Syria itself has a wide variety of over-arching family branches of ethnic groups that can 

go many sub-factions down. For the purpose of this paper, I use 13 ethnic groupings 

conglomerated by the Gulf/2000 Project (Izady, 2018). Data on the ethnic breakdown of Syria 

can be difficult to obtain, both pre-war and especially during the present as the conflict rages. 

The regime attempts to model itself globally as a multi-ethnic state run by a multi-ethnic 

government in an attempt to gain international legitimacy, so precise ethnic numbers could be 

used against them.  

Once internal conflict has erupted, getting data on anything more than a national level is 

nearly impossible. Refugees that have been displaced are incentivized to lie about their place of 

origin at a governate level, for fear they will be associated with either groups in power in that 

sect of the country, or any events that may make them look unfavorable. They may also lie about 

allegiance as a way to position themselves to avoid retribution attacks should a side seek them. 

Thus, ethnic numbers for Syria from 2010 and mid-2018 are used from a national level instead of 

a more local/governate level in this analysis.  

Methodology 

As this paper functions within a two-phase set-up, with the secondary phase being 

hypothesized to be partially reliant upon the primary’s circumstances, the analysis makes use of 

process tracing as the primary methodology. Thus, I explain how the series of particular events 

in our case study directly lead towards the hypothesized conclusion, or how it failed to do so. 

This process allows us to smoothly follow the events of an ongoing conflict, where data can be 

hard to come by.  
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Process tracing, as the name suggests, is focused on whether the variables being tested in 

a hypothesized case create the observed effects in the expected manner as predicted in our 

general argument. As stated by Andrew Bennet, “process tracing looks at the observable 

implications of putative causal mechanisms in operation in a case.” (Bennett, 2012). It may 

contain inductive methods in the form of testing hypothesis, while further leaving room for 

unexpected results that can form future hypothesis to be expanded upon in later experiments.  

The power of process tracing arises from the fact that it requires continuity and 

completeness in explaining a case. However, there are limits to the degree for which this can be 

accomplished depending on the case. As such, the tracing must account for every step along our 

timeline. In the instance where certain events do not fall into line, a separate intervening variable 

should be accounted for (Bennett, 2012). This method contrasts with statistical analyses that rely 

on probability associations, but not completeness in every case. This foundational difference 

both sets it apart from other methods, while also forming the foundations of legitimacy it relies 

upon as a method.  

Case Analysis 

Definitional Foundation 

            When moving forward with this case study, it is important to classify this conflict 

properly. As noted in the literature review, political institutions and ethnic identity are distinctly 

different types of variables when it comes to civil war analysis. Institutions function as a primary 

variable that impacts the foundations of a conflict. Ethnic identity, however, is widely recognized 

as a secondary variable that only comes into play at a certain point in a conflict (Fearon, Latin, 

2003). However, there is not set general rule for when this secondary factor comes into play 
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within a conflict, or the pre-requisites that allow for it to make an impact in party alignment. 

Thus, it is logical to attempt to divide the Syrian Civil War into two semi-distinct phases. 

Establishing inner conflict phases would allow us to try and pinpoint when ethnic identity starts 

to become significant in party alignment within the case.  

            Moving into the initial phase, the pre-war conditions will comprise the basis for our 

beginnings. Taking the Political Institutions at face value at the onset of the conflict do not 

provide enough detail for us to properly contextualize the situation. Instead, I define the first 

phase of this conflict as follows: 

Phase 1 – Takes into account the Political and Socio-Economic situation and evolution 

taking place prior to the outbreak of conflict. This further constitutes the initial wave of 

protests centered around socio-economic and political matters. The conflict in this phase 

is often a biproduct of institutional structural consequences on a portion of the 

population. Early fighting and party organization will occur, as groups begin to naturally 

form in opposition or support of the regime.  

As the conflict begins to mature, the variables that come into play evolve with it. It is not 

guaranteed which secondary sub-state variables will come to the forefront of the conflict, and 

thus a period of transition within the conflict must be accounted for. The timetable for the 

conflict will be defined nationally due to the limits of available information. Future analysis of 

other conflicts or the current case can expand into regional analysis once data becomes available. 

Broadly, a rough timeline can be constructed for this case once these variables are factored in.  

            As the conflict further matures to the point that secondary variables have had time to 

come into effect. At this point we can begin to isolate sub-state identities for proper analysis and 



18 

 

begin to test our process tracing methods onto the conflicts. For this paper I will properly define 

this second conflict phase as follows: 

Phase 2 – Constitutes the secondary phase where solely political and economic factors 

influencing party alignment are muddled by a number of secondary factors including 

ethnic identity. Focus on isolating secondary variable impacts within our process tracing 

measures. 

Syria 

As I move forward into the case analysis section of this paper, it is important to establish 

a firm contextual foundation before moving forward without process tracing. The Syrian Arab 

Republic’s system of political institutions is rather complex and has evolved slowly since the 

consolidation of the Ba’athist regime following the 1979-1982 Muslim Brotherhood uprising. 

The party rose to power in the late 1960s following a series of military juntas, with a party 

memorandum shaped around extreme Pan-Arab nationalism, along with more socialist economic 

leanings (Hinnebusch, 2019). As Hinnebusch puts it, this attracted Syria’s lower classes along 

with the many minority groups who were attracted to the party’s, “Sectarian Arithmetic” 

(Hinnebusch, 2019). This policy ensured representation of all the minority groups in the 

Politburo and Ministerial positions. However, their control over the country was minimal at best, 

and were vulnerable to the very measures that brought them to power in the first place; internal 

conflict and coups. 

            As internal party conflict began to brew, the minority groups, particularly the Alawite 

faction, managed to unite more successfully than the often-split opposition Sunni Arab factions 

such as the Muslim Brotherhood and Nasserites. This internal division led to the unsuccessful 
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insurgency from 1979-1982, which further divided the Sunni Arab communities. Many of the 

rural Sunni tribes bought into the Ba’athist ideology, who in turn were rewarded with inclusion 

of their elites within the Alawite dominated political inner circle of the regime (Hinnebusch, 

2019). For the remaining groups that failed to support Hafez’s regime during the conflict, they 

were mainly alienated from political system moving forward. As many of the supporters of the 

Muslim Brotherhood insurgency were focused in major urban areas such as Aleppo, the middle-

class Sunni merchants in such cities were further pushed from the economic national sphere. In 

their place, Alawite and loyal rural Sunni elite were promoted to positions of power within these 

areas. This power structure solidified a ruling elite class of politically privileged Sunni elites 

from loyal areas (mainly the Western section of the country), Alawites and Christians to some 

degree that comprised the extensive economic, military and security roles in Hafez al-Assad’s 

regime (Hinnebusch, 2019).  

            This power structure both offered Hafez a security net across the major sects of the 

country, but also created a large elite class whose loyalty had to be constantly “rewarded” to 

ensure the power structure he had crafted following 1982. This would change following the 

ascension of Hafez’s younger son Bashar to the role of “President” in 2000. Bashar would enter 

the political scene in a precarious position, as he was not the preferred choice of his father to 

ascend him. Instead, political infighting with Hafez’s brother and the death of Bashar’s older 

brother propelled the politically inexperienced Bashar al-Assad into the forefront of Syria’s 

unstable political scene.  

Phase I 
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            With the conflict outline now established, I can begin to apply it to our case study and 

begin the proper event tracing measures. However, before moving forward, let’s re-trace what 

we are looking to test for in this initial phase, as it will help guide the narrative: 

H1: “As Political Institutions increasingly favor one or more social groups, social 

division along sub-state lines in times of internal conflict and civil war along those lines 

will increase.”  

            Thus, let us progress in our analysis of Syrian Political Institutions in the Bashar al-Assad 

era. Unlike his father, Bashar has shown a policy of more internal consolidation within a smaller 

minority of individuals. Further, the resources necessary to make the necessary payments and 

opportunities to many of Hafez’s political allies dried up. This pushed the new regime to slash 

spending in certain aspects, while adapting the economic structure towards to include neo-liberal 

elements in an effort to attract outside investment. Hinnebusch lays this period out into 3 distinct 

actions that would go on to further sectarianize Syria’s political institutions.  

1. Many of the Sunni Barons that Hafez relied upon following the 1978-1982 Muslim 

Brotherhood Insurgency were pushed out of power. This power was re-distributed 

towards many family members and loyal Alawite elites. Consequently, the regime lost 

the economic market links the Sunni Barons had offered Hafez’s regime. (Hinnebusch, 

2019) 

2. The opportunities that arose from the new-liberal economic policies led to a 

concentration of private/Arab capital in the hands of the presidential family. This further 

alienated the remaining Sunni clientele and created an image of Alawite dominance of 

the new power structure. (Hinnebusch, 2019) 
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3. Social spending was slashed for the urban and rural poor, with farmers being especially 

hard hit. This left the initial support base of the original Ba’athist movement eroded and 

the people further disenfranchised. From a broader viewpoint, this could be viewed as a 

reneging of the social contract the government had long abided by, through its many 

social programs (Hinnebusch, Zintl, 2015) 

This process of economic concentration would pave the way for the ensuing conflict’s battle 

lines. The urban middle-class Sunnis saw their power diminished under the Hafez regime due to 

their support for the Muslim Brotherhood, now saw even more economic advantages being 

highly concentrated in Alawite elites. The agrarian poor began to suffer more as social benefits 

were slashed, alongside drops in crop pricing. Leading up to 2011, these issues would be 

compounded through an apparent “drought”. Syrian agriculture can be divided into two distinct 

phases, each with their own water reliance sources. Winter crops are reliant upon local water 

deposits, and natural rainfall. These crops were not affected from 2008-2010, with even higher 

than average rainfall levels. However, summer crops are reliant upon a complex series of 

irrigation systems that are sourced from the Euphrates River. During the same time period, recent 

studies showed that Turkish authorities diverted the natural flow of the Euphrates towards their 

own expanded agricultural sector. This unilateral Turkish act deprived Syrian farmers of their 

main summer water sources, and were crippled financially as a result (Karnieli, 2019). In the 

eyes of the agrarian poor, the economic and political system they supported had now shifted 

away from a populist focus towards one of crony capitalism and ignored their situation.  

This series of policy changes from Hafez’s regime into the modern Bashar regime, has 

painted a clear picture of further ethnic exclusionary policies. Hafez’s regime relied heavily upon 

the conglomeration of elites from every major ethnic group, as a result of the original Ba’athist 
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mandate, alongside the effects of the Muslim Brotherhood uprising. Bashar has torn this loose 

coalition apart, in favor of concentrating power within a smaller and smaller structure. This was 

traded away, for the promises of increased foreign investment and personal financial gain. 

However, the loss of the broad political coalition of his father meant that as the uprising would 

begin to spread across Syria, Bashar would lack the ability to call upon many of the Sunni barons 

his father relied upon to keep the peace. 

As we enter into this pre-war phase, a classification of the Syrian regime should be 

constructed along the classification listed earlier. The regime, for apparent reasons, does not 

release much data on the population, however 2010 ethnic data is available. I took this 

information, along with the assumption of ethnic economic division to create an extremely rough 

model for assessing households that would naturally benefit or suffer from Bashar’s economic 

model.   

In conjunction with our theoretical model, it is important to construct the general trends of 

economic access different sub-national groups have access to. This can be useful in determining 

the extent institutional discrimination will play in party alignment later on. To accomplish this, I 

created a table of the major ethnic groups in Syria, detailing the general direction of institutional 

economic discrimination. Ordinal/Directional conclusions will be all that I craft in this piece, as 

there is a serious data burden necessary in order to produce a numerical figure, I can be confident 

in. After constructing these figures, I compared the ordinal conclusions with the pre-war 

demographics. This will give us an extremely rough look at the parts of Syrian society that were 

either being actively discriminated against or for by the economic and political institutions.  

 

Table 1: Initial Institutional Discrimination Estimates 
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Ethnic 

Group 

β1 β2 β3 β4 

Sunni Arab Negative Strong 

Negative 

Negative Negative 

Alawite Strong 

Positive 

Positive Strong 

Positive 

Strong 

Positive 

Levantine Positive Neutral Positive Positive 

Kurds Neutral Strong 

Negative 

Negative Negative 

Shia Arab Positive Neutral Positive Positive 

Druze Negative Negative Negative Negative 
 

Based upon the variables from our “Initial Alignment” equation, directional grades were 

assigned to the three primary forms of discrimination in our model, represented by B1, B2, and 

B3. When applying this equation, B4 acts as a catch all generalization for the groups, while the 

other three variables can be altered based upon unique experiences. Thus, since we are applying 

the original variables for the whole group, B4 will serve as the culmination of our other three 

directional generalizations, thus why it is highlighted.  

It is clear from the observational data that the economic system as of 2011 was highly slanted 

towards the Alawite dominated Assad regime. Further, the urban centers where such economic 

institutions were inclusive, meant that the Shia and Christian minorities living in the region 

actively benefited from the existing system, but not to the same degree as the Alawites. These 

same situations can also be applied to social services, that were funded by the existing economic 

institutions. However, political inclusion would not extend as far, even to some Alawite tribes. 

The proper political elite was far diminished from Hafez’s inclusive system, leading to the 

Alawite being the only group given a positive generality.  

It comes as no surprise, that the Sunni majority was given largely negative scores, however, 

there was still a minority of the Sunni population that had aligned itself with the Assad regime 
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since the days of Hafez. While their inclusion has certainly decreased under his son’s direction, it 

must be recognized that the economic and social discrimination was not complete, so nuance 

does exist. The Druze occupied a similar position, as their social relation to their Shia 

counterparts prevented their inclusion within many aspects of the existing system. However, 

their relative neutrality and insulation at the outbreak of the conflict suggested a relationship of 

reluctant tolerance with the Assad regime and its institutions. 

Finally, the Kurdish communities have operated with a large sense of autonomy for quite 

some time, similar to the post-2011 Druze communities. This meant that any negative scores 

attached to them are more related to non-inclusion rather than active discrimination measures. 

Prior to the war, Kurdish local governing bodies provided their own replacement institutions in 

exchange to a hands-off approach from the Assad regime. So, while the Syrian institutions may 

not have been actively designed to work against the Kurdish population, there was a layer of 

institutional separation that could act as a barrier to access for Kurdish customers and a barrier to 

entry for Kurdish businesses wishing to operate in greater Syria. As the majority of territory 

surrounding Kurdish militias fell under the control of Sunni opposition groups upon the outbreak 

of conflict, the YPG and other Kurdish groups mainly fought FSA forces throughout the early 

phases of the war (Schmidinger, 2018, p.101). As American support and influence began to poor 

in, along with increased conflict with the Islamic State and Turkey, the Kurds have gradually 

solidified themselves as having ulterior motives that exist past the regime focused civil war that 

has engulphed the remainder of the country. The remaining groups were split amongst 

vehemently pro-regime and anti-regime groups, and such a neutral spread was used for them. 

As the Civil War began to enter its initial phase, the many emerging parties began to 

compete with the regime for control of the public narrative that would dictate initial recruitment 
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and alignment. Opposition initially sprung up in poor neighborhoods hosting recent rural-urban 

immigrants (Phillips, 2015). Most protesters were Sunni, however rich Sunni areas did not 

experience protests to the same magnitude or frequency. Further looting of higher income areas 

by rebel groups after capture suggests more that economic distress was at the forefront of 

variables influencing party alignment in this early stage. As Aleppo became a major battle site in 

2012, the city became divided along economic lines, rather than ethnic or religious divides, with 

the regime controlling the richer western sector, and the rebel stronghold concentrated in the 

poorer eastern district (Phillips, 2015). Influxes in foreign fighters would further drive home the 

narrative of sectarian divides, with Shia fighters from Lebanon and Iran coming into train and 

support regime forces, while tens of thousands of foreign Sunni fighters swelled opposition 

ranks.  

            War propaganda during this initial phase can further offer an insight into the evolving 

recruitment narrative. The regime was quick to label the opposition as “Sectarian Terrorists” and 

moved to take hold of the narrative. Bashar al-Assad would publicly condemn the “revolution” 

and accuse foreign actors of inciting violence through sending “masked actors” into 

neighborhoods to incite ethnic tension (Cornstage, York, 2018). The opposition attempted to 

discredit this propaganda with initial slogans such as “Freedom Is My Sect”. However, as the 

war would enter its first full year, opposition slogans began to slowly shift as sectarian actors 

gained more influence. The infamous “Christians to Beirut, Alawites to the grave” slogan came 

to the forefront at the end of this initial phase (Cornstage, York, 2018).  

             This initial phase of the conflict saw a foundation of institutionalized economic division 

along ethnic lines, bring about waves of economic-centric protests that shared these divisions. 

These protests soon found themselves at the forefront of an initial propaganda war that fought 
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alongside the fighters on the frontline. Both sides accused the other of sectarian lies, while 

benefiting from sectarian recruitment none the less. This trend suggests that the Syrian political 

institutions had been shaped in such a way, that as protests began to spread in the early phase of 

this conflict, ethnic divisions became evident alongside economic divides. However, this is not to 

say that there is evidence to suggest that ethnicity had begun to play a role yet. Instead, that the 

economic battle lines fell in line with the supposed institutional ethnic divide created by the 

Bashar regime. Thus, the early party divisions appear to have been already partially shaped by 

the institutional forces acting prior and during the outbreak of the war. 

Some scholars have chosen to stop their respective analysis at this point, seeking to create 

a singular counter-narrative to the common “sectarian violence” explanation for the outbreak of 

the war. However, that conclusion falls victim to the same faults of the very narrative they wish 

to counter. By declaring the Syrian Civil War one of “class warfare”, with socio-economic 

standing determining allegiance, you fail to give proper flexibility to your model as the conflict 

runs its course. Authors such as Badr Rahimah fail to account for the non-static nature of actors 

within the conflict (Rahimah, 2016). If we assume that those both seeking power and/or wishing 

to retain it are not restrained in their actions by a strict moral guidance, it can be safely assumed 

that some will try different tactics in order to preserve their standing in the conflict. This means 

that leaders of the initial factions, although based heavily on socio-economic divisions thanks to 

the Assad regime’s actions, will not be constrained in calling solely upon economic and class-

based propaganda to gain support. Thus, it can be reasonably assumed that some factions will 

call upon other sub-national identities alongside economic standing to garner support. As this 

does not fit within either unilateral models that have been so far presented, a second phase within 
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the conflict must occur, and our model must hold the necessary flexibility to accommodate it, 

and subsequent loyalty realignments undertaken by both civilian and combatants alike. 

Phase II 

            As the Syrian Civil War entered into the secondary phase of the conflict, the influence of 

secondary variables on party alignment start to come into effect in a more pronounced manner. 

This transitional period occurred in Syria with the establishment of conflict parties that promoted 

ethnic propaganda in late 2012 with the exclusion of Islamist parties from the FSA, firmly 

fracturing the opposition for the remainder of the war. As the variables begin to make their 

influence felt, there should be subsequent testable shifts available in some form. To narrow this 

search, I must relate back to our second hypothesis: 

H2: “As Political Institutions increasingly socially and/or economically discriminate 

along sub-state lines, conflict party alignment divisions along those same sub-state lines 

will increase once a Civil War has begun.” 

            As getting exact recruitment numbers and subsequent demographic data for every 

Conflict Party involved on the ground is simply impossible at the time, we must look to reverse 

engineer a trend to reach a conclusion. National ethnic population data will serve as a route to 

reverse engineer such a solution. If we assume that our hypothesis is correct, then we should see 

significant demographic shifts between 2010 and 2018, that coincide with battlefield results. 

Ethnic groups with pro-government ties should see significant increases in proportion of 

population, neutral groups will see slight increases along similar degrees related to population 

degradation, and anti-government ethnic groups would see drastic decreases. This is due in part 

that supporters of oppositions forces, who are on the backfoot across the country, would be more 
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incentivized to leave the country entirely. Further, if a pro-regime individual is displaced by the 

conflict, since the regime is winning the war, they can be easier displaced still within the 

regime’s boundaries.  

First let’s break down the ethnic groups along very broad assumptions of “Anti-Regime” 

(negative score), “Pro-Regime” (positive score), and “Neutral”. 

 

Table 2: Ethnic Regime Allegiance Estimates 

Ethnic Group Score 

Sunni Arab -1.0 

Alawite +1.0 

Levantine +0.5 

Kurds 0.0 

Shia Arab +0.5 

Druze -0.5 
 

            For similar reasoning as in our Phase I classifications, Alawite and Shia Arab’s were 

placed in the most positive range. Levantine Christians were given a positive bias, but not to the 

degree as the other two groups. The reasoning behind this resides in the rather defensive nature 

many Christian militias displayed in the early phases of the conflict, despite the institutional 

favors many of their communities received. The Kurdish groups were placed in the Neutral 

section for similar reasoning as in Phase I. The Druze were given a slight negative spread due to 

their opposition to being drafted into Assad’s forces, sometimes through violent measures, but 

have had little chance for open rebellion due to their location deep inside regime territory. 

Finally, the Sunni Arabs were classified on the most negative spread category as they constitute 

the vast majority of the rebellion. Now that we have rough assumptions established, let’s look at 

the population demographic changes between 2010 through mid-2018. 
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Table 3: Syrian Demographic Changes 2010-2018 

 2010 Pop % 2018 Pop % Shift % Relative Shift % 

Syria  21.377 100 18.000 100 -3.377 -15.8 - 

Sunni Arab 12.634 59.1 8.800 48.9 -3.384 -10.2 -17.25 

Alawite 2.544 11.8 3.100 17.2 0.556 5.4 45.76 

Levantine 1.988 9.3 1.650 9.2 -0.338 -0.1 -1.07 

Kurds 1.924 9.0 1.900 10.6 -0.024 1.6 17.78 

Shia Arab 0.684 3.2 0.890 5 0.206 1.8 56.25 

Druze 0.684 3.2 0.730 4 0.046 0.8 25.00 
 

Note: Figures are in the millions 

This data set produces both some unsurprising data, along with other more nuanced 

trends. Broadly speaking the population has lost millions to external displacement, with millions 

more displaced internally. The largest loss has been amongst Sunni Arab communities. This is 

unsurprising, as they have broadly been the most associated with opposition forces and appear to 

have been influenced by the negative political incentives, compelling them to flee the country. I 

believe it is safe to assume this number will only decrease further should regime forces secure 

the Idlib province, the last major rebel enclave, in the following year.  

The Alawite population has seen drastic increases in both total population numbers, along 

with shifts in relative power, or the % change in population make-up over 2010 population %. 

With both Shias and Alawites gaining around 50% in relative ethnic shifts. This suggests the 

battlefield success of Bashar’s forces has decreased the negative incentives to flee the country his 

regime’s supporters and benefactors would have felt had the military situation been reversed. 

Moving forward, the relative stable situation of regime-controlled territory could create a 

pathway for regime supporters that were forced to flee, to instead return as a victor of the 

conflict.  
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            I predicted that neutral actors, such as the Kurds would receive a relative boost somewhat 

equal to that of population degradation elsewhere. With a 17.7% increase in relation to a -

15.79% population change, it appears that our trend prediction is correct. A land connection with 

Iraqi Kurdistan has also allowed Peshmerga military units to join SDF units during certain 

campaigns. The De Facto Kurdish state’s demographic numbers will also benefit from the return 

of refugees, in a similar situation as the regime, thanks to the stable security situation throughout 

much of their territory. Further, the “Others” variety of pro and anti-regime groups at about a 1% 

spread each across a couple groups. In theory, they would offset one another, and thus the groups 

data would behave as a neutral actor, which the relative shift indicator of 15.9% to the -15.79% 

population figure shows high correlation.  

            Finally, two of the groups did not behave according to our basic assumptions. The 

Levantines represent a collection of Christian tribes that had broadly supported the regime 

through the conflict. However, they have become a target of Sunni extremist groups, and this 

violence could have resulted in increased external displacement. Further, some eastern European 

nations have publicly been more accepting of Christian refugees than their Muslim counterparts, 

raising the incentives for them to flee either to Europe or to neighboring Lebanon which possess 

a large Christian population. Should a wave of Syrians choose to return to the country following 

the end of hostilities, the possible intervening variable explaining the decrease in population 

figures (Increased Incentives to leave for Europe in comparison to their Non-Christian 

compatriots), could be tested in such a scenario.  

The Druze data behaves in an interesting way. I classified them as “Anti-Gov” in our 

analysis due to a few factors. First, while they consider themselves to be a faction of Shia Islam, 

this is not supported by the mainstream Shia factions, leading to their exclusion in Assad’s 
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economic sphere. Further, they had resisted recruitment into Assad’s forces early in the war, as 

their territory is held by the regime. This resistance appears to have been accepted by the Assad 

regime in return for relative stability. Thus, they did not draft the Druze population into military 

service, but in return, got stability. The Druze operated instead, more in line with what we expect 

a neutral faction to behave like.  

This series of data trends generally supports our assumptions based upon a positive 

testing of H2. 5 of the 7 major categories behaved appropriately, while the other 2 possess 

plausible explanations that intervening variables have caused the distortion. This supports a 

notion that Phase 2 of the conflict has seen ethnic identity become one of many factors affecting 

party alignment in the Syrian conflict. Further testing upon major shifts in territory in the coming 

years could help decide if there is any possible causation in this proposed relationship, or if this 

is just a slight correlation occurrence. Should, for example, a violent regime offensive push out 

the Turkish backed rebels in Idlib and Afrin, I would expect further drastic changes in mainly 

opposition ethnic groups. 

Conclusion 

            As I started this inquiry into the vastly complicated conflict that has overtaken the Syrian 

state, we were faced with a serious of obstacles and questions that guided this paper. The 

ongoing nature of the war helped to define the methodology of our approach, while also 

constraining the evidence available. Unlike the common public perception of a clean divide 

along 2 distinct political lines, this civil war has become known for the complex myriad of 

alliances amongst hundreds of ever-changing militias. Loyalty has become a rare commodity 

amongst combatants, with villages changing hands several times in a week, trapping the civilians 
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in a system they cannot respond fast enough too. As such, attempting to explain the reasoning for 

one’s party alignment in this complex scenario was imperative.  

            I first attempted to lay the groundwork for the classification of conflicts into 2 distinct 

phases, in order to properly analyze the impact of secondary conflict variables. This gave us an 

outline to build upon, as we progressed into our analysis of our two hypotheses. These were 

structured in a way to attempt to link the role of institutional design into drawing the battle lines 

along ethnic divisions. Our new institutional classification system allowed us to bring into play 

the numerous research on how different systems respond to internal conflict. Further, it appears 

that when following the chain of events, the Assad regime fell victim to the very effects 

academic literature suggests would occur to a sudo-democratic system. As the war progressed 

into the secondary phase of the conflict, our classification of groups in relation to ethnic 

population figures suggests a link between battlefield results and the ethnic make-up of the 

country. Therefore, it appears that this experiment suggests a link between our array of variables.  

            Moving forward, this analysis can be expanded upon with the acquisition of more ethnic 

data in certain time points. In particular, if ethnic data would be available in 2 or even 4-year 

intervals, researchers could track population figures in relation to major battlefield results. 

Further, as the conflict is far from conclusion, future data could come into play. This would 

allow us to establish the degree to which the links between our variables exists. Future research 

in this conflict could greatly benefit from the listed data and help add to the literature on the 

conflict that has come to define the Arab Spring.  

When it comes to shifting these findings into other conflicts, future research can focus 

upon re-applying the structure of this analysis towards other conflicts. Further, past conflicts will 

have more data available, which would allow the researcher to take a more cohesive look. It 
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would also allow us to test the hypothesis across a multitude of scenarios to test whether it was a 

one-time scenario, or a plausible causation could exist. In particular, the separation of a conflict 

into two distinct phases, with subsequent testing variables could be modified to suit the situation 

in which a conflict erupted. Finally, the applicability of the new institutional measurement 

system could be tested, and subsequently refined as a counter to the mainstream democracy 

indexes. Thus, there is ample opportunity for future expansion in both the current case, alongside 

other conflicts. 
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