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By contemporary standards, the longevity of many Arab regimes is
striking. One of the region’s most resilient leaders, Jordan’s King
Hussein, acceded to the throne in 1953; Hafez al-Assad assumed the
Syrian presidency in 1970; Hosni Mubarak took control in Egypt in
1981; and Saddam Hussein became Iraq’s official head of state in
1979. After decades of rule, these leaders are among the Arab world’s
most enduring figures. This durability is all the more remarkable
given the turbulence that marked most Arab states’ early years of
independence. Nearly every Arab regime endured at least one, and
often many, serious attempts at a military takeover in the aftermath
of the Second World War.!

Although coups have become less frequent, the military
remains a key force in most Arab regimes. Maintaining its loyalty is
essential to retaining office, and regimes have used a range of
methods to ensure its backing, or at least its acquiescence. These
include increasing non-military support by cultivating social, econo-
mic and religious groups; courting the high command and officer
corps with corporate and private benefits; appointing members of
specific groups — often privileged minorities ~ to key posts in the
armed forces; and preventing officers from building a support-base
within the military by purging potential opponents, monitoring
military activity, rotating commands and establishing independent
security services reporting directly to the presidency or the palace.

Filling the military with religious or tribal minorities has been
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