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Infiltrator (Sunni) fundamentalists or Syrian demonstrators?  

Hidden sectarian discourses in the Syrian regime rhetoric  

and implicit use of Islam in the activists narratives 

 

Lorenzo Trombetta (Independent scholar, Ph.D., 2008) 
 
The Syrian regime and its supporters openly accuse Islamic fundamentalists, supported 

by al Qaeda, of being behind the year-long uprising in the country. On the other hand, 

some still marginal but nevertheless active elements within dissident circles are now 

fearlessly declaring slogans calling for the creation of an Islamic state in Syria. So does 

the Syrian revolution seem set on an inevitable course of sectarianism? I am conscious 

while writing that it would be both irrelevant and futile to start putting forth medium- and 

long-term predictions. What is possible, however, and perhaps even necessary, is to 

reconstruct the trajectory of the narrative embarked upon right from the early weeks of 

the protests from the two main opposing actors: the regime on the one hand and the 

somewhat hazy mass of activists on the other. With this contribution, my intention is first 

of all to present an analysis of the nationalistic and secular rhetoric both of the regime and 

of the activists and, secondly, to highlight the implicit references, hidden behind these 

two specular narratives, to the sensitive and crucial question of sectarianism. Whether it is 

really present or not, it has been emerging over the last few months as the real protagonist 

in the debate about Syria and its uprising.  

 

Sources. This research represents one of the embryonic nucleuses of a wider study of 

contemporary Syria and its revolution and is very much a “work in progress”. It is being 

conducted in Beirut and in several localities along the Lebanese-Syrian border. I have 

based my analysis of the state propaganda largely on the daily monitoring, since February 

2011, of Syrian state TV, the private TV channel al Duniya owned by a group of 

businessmen very close to the regime, the state press agency Sana, the three government 

daily newspapers – al Thawra, al Baath and Tishrin – and the “independent” newspaper al 

Watan, also very close to the regime.  For the study of the activists’s rhetoric I have 

availed myself of more varied sources: the leaflets circulated on the Internet, the slogans 

appearing on social networks, the immortalised banners during the marches, the pictures 

that appear on the anti-regime websites or in the pan-Arab and foreign dailies; the 

viewing of hundreds of pieces of amateur film footage published on Youtube and 

telephone or Skype interviews with protestors, Syrian acquaintances and activists in Syria 

and others conducted in person with Syrian refugees who have come to Lebanon 

primarily from the troubled region of Homs.  

 

Ambiguities from the regime. In this first part, the analysis is concentrated almost 

exclusively on the first month of events in order to demonstrate that right at the outset of 

the protests and repression, the regime has ambiguously and hardly ever explicitly 

promoted the rhetoric pertaining to the division between Sunnis and other communities. 

A representation that with the passing of the months has been put forward in a modular 

and exponential way, but that is by no means new to the techniques used to legitimise the 

Al Asads’ rule. The unstated but ever-implied motif of “either us or the Sunni 

fundamentalists” and the continuous references to the “outside threat” have for decades 



been the leitmotiv of the regime founded by Hafez al Assad. In line with a well-worn 

practice and the presence of dual level of narrative and political action: on the one hand 

formal power, and on the other, real power on the ground; on the one hand the celebration 

of the nation and of the concept of citizenship; on the other, the recourse to sustaining 

local realities and the divisions along sectarian lines.  

 

- The Sunni vice president Faruq ash Sharaa in Daraa, his place of origin, for 

presenting the plan of reforms: muwatinun o ahali? 

- The Sunni presidential adviser Buthayna Shaaban talks about “nation” but 

explicitly accuses the Muslim Brotherhood. 

- Anti-sectarian slogans in the first pro-regime demonstration in Damascus. They 

talk about fitna (stirring up strife among people) but they parade symbols 

considered negative of regional sunnism. 

- Concepts and ambiguities taken up and developed by President al Assad in his first 

address to the nation. Implicit references to Islam. 

- Official slogans: “unity”, “the people”, “homeland” Vs implicit suggestions 

regarding the local dimension, the ahali, the communities. 

- Launch of the rhetoric of the “infiltrators”, of the gangs from fundamentalist and 

socially deprived backgrounds who are being manipulated from abroad. 

- Fundamentalist, Jihadis, Muslim Brotherhood followers, portrayed as not part of 

the “Syrian population”, as enemies hostile to the “model of co-existence of 

Syria”, as anomalies to be eradicated, as inhuman beings who are committing 

horrible crimes 

- External enemies: Fath al Islam and Sunni fundamentalists from Lebanon in 

cahoots with Israel 

- Government measures to reach out to the more conservative Sunni elements: lifting 

of the ban on the niqab for teachers, closure of the Damascus Casino, promise to 

launch a satellite TV channel dedicated to Islam, “the true Islam”. 

- Confessions on TV, or rather parading of the “terrorist paid by foreigners”. The 

attacks attributed to al Qaeda and fundamentalists.  

 

 Ambiguities of the activists. Maintaining the scope of analysis limited to the first weeks 

of the protests and of the subsequent repression, this second part of the research is 

dedicated to the analysis of the various levels of representation provided by the diverse 

and in some aspects little-defined sphere of the activists. Alongside a convincing and 

strident nationalistic rhetoric and explicit rejection of sectarianism and of every 

association with Islamic extremism, their discourse is permeated with a subtle 

identification of the whole Alawite community with crimes committed by the regime. An 

identification which ceased to be implicit and implied and which instead revealed itself in 

all its explosiveness and violence in the testimonies of those who had just escaped 

massacre. As in the case of the regime it is possible to trace in this respect many elements 

of continuity with Syria past pre-15 March. 

 

-  “The people”, “unity” and “national solidarity”. 

-  “No sectarianism. We are all equal”. 

- “We are not salafis!” 

- Appeals from ulema and priests. Torch-light processions with Alawites, funeral 

processions with Christians. 

- “We are the ahali. They are the shabbiha who have come in from outside.” 

- Shabbiha equals Alawites. 

-  “The Alawites are not true Muslims”. 

-  “We didn’t use to hate the Alawites. Now we do.” 



-  “The only solution is an Islamic state”. 

 

Conclusions. After one year from the start of the first protests the regime has in part 

succeeded in its intention: to confront armed groups and bring to the fore the latent anti-

Alawite sentiment on the part of some conservative Sunni elements. In this way the 

positions appear more defined, less subtle. And yet, for a long time, and in large part still 

today, the respective representations of events have been and continue to be subject to a 

large amount of ambiguity. 

 

From the beginning of the protests, state propaganda has indeed communicated to internal 

public opinion implicit messages intended to strengthen the feeling among the minorities 

– mainly Alawites and Christians – of being under threat from the majority Sunnis. 

Indirectly, the activists have from the first weeks of the protests also brought to the fore 

the diffuse anti-Alawite sentiments deeply rooted mainly in the regions which in recent 

years have been marginalised and forgotten by the regime.  

 

Paradoxically, however, the rhetoric of the regime and of the activists have mirrored each 

other, even in their contradictions and ambiguities: they elevate the idea of “nation” but 

they refer to local realities; they speak about “citizenship” but do not hesitate to employ 

sectarian discourse; they reject the accusations of being responsible for the violence and 

refuse to be labelled as “criminals” (the regime loyalists) or “Islamic terrorists” (the 

activists); they define the other as enemy of the nation or at least harmful to society 

(“they are infiltrators” vs. “they are not true Muslims”), feeding, in part or fully, the 

tendency to exclude rather than to include, and promoting closeness and polarisation 

rather than dialogue and openness. 

 

A picture characterized however by a profound difference: the regime has continued to 

maintain this attitude without modification; whereas due to their identification with the 

bloody repression, the activists have begun to split among themselves into those who 

have not succumbed to the sectarian discourse and those who have instead abandoned the 

rhetoric of “national solidarity” making way for insidious sectarian rancour. Another 

important difference is that the ambiguity of the regime is intentional, borne of a long-

term strategy, whereas that of the activists seems in many cases spontaneous, even 

involuntary, so inherent is it in contemporary Syrian society.  

 

Without wanting in any way to assert that “civil war on the basis of sectarianism” is 

somehow in the genes of the Syrians and will always be with them, it is also 

important not to commit the mistake of maintaining that the deep sectarian divisions 

which have been prevalent in the country for decades are merely the result of the 

malignant divide and rule policy of the al Asads. The subject is vast and this is 

certainly not the place to explore it in all its complexity, but one can without a doubt 

affirm that the causes of the sectarian fractures, more evident today than yesterday, 

are the fruit of historical phenomena which preceded the birth of independent Syria 

and which have manifested themselves beyond geographical borders. The premises 

for a potential dismembering of the country were not launched in March 2011 by the 

demonstrators in Damascus or Daraa. -- 


