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Abstract 

The 2011-12 Syrian uprising against President Bashar al-Assad represented a challenge not 

only to the regime that had ruled Syria for over 40 years, but also to the national identity 

narrative that it had constructed. Symbols and images that were an essential part of this 

narrative, whether statues of Hafez al-Assad, posters of Bashar or even the two-star flag 

were rejected by the opposition in favour of an alternative flag and narrative looking back to 

the pre-Ba'ath era of Syria's history. At the same time, the regime itself and its supporters 

promoted its own symbols and narrative with increased vigor. Competing pro and anti-

regime demonstrations on the streets of Syria's cities increasingly represented both 

competing visions for Syria's political future but also competing definitions of Syria's 

national identity. The paper will argue that in many ways this was an inevitable consequence 

of the vague, multi-layered nature of the regime's identity discourse, which at different times 

promoted and manipulated Arab, state, religious and sub-state identity. It considers how the 

uprising has challenged the Ba'ath regime's established narratives on Syrian national 

identity and what this means for Syria's future. 
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Few predicted the 2011 Syrian uprising, least of all President Bashar al-Assad. Even after he 

had seen the massive public protests, known as the ‘Arab Spring’ that would eventually 

topple the presidents of Tunisia and Egypt, Assad confidently boasted that Syria would 

remain stable. In an interview with the Wall Street Journal in late January 2011, he claimed 

that Syria was different to Egypt, Tunisia and other states threatened by the wave of unrest, 

because his policies were, “very closely linked to the beliefs of the people.”
1
 However, within 

two months the first protests had erupted against his rule. The over-reaction of Assad’s 

security forces to a demonstration in the southern town of Deraa in southern Syria in March, 

using live fire and killing several unarmed protestors, led to a mushrooming of unrest across 

the country. The regime forces and its proxies, notably the mysterious Shabiha militia, met 

the growing demonstrations with increasing force, and President Assad responded only with a 

mixture of denial and piecemeal reforms. Consequently, what had begun as a peaceful 

movement calling for political reform developed into determined opposition demanding 

regime change and Assad’s claims to be in line with the views of his people appeared 

increasingly delusional. 

 

However, the uprising was not met with universal support in Syria. In Tunisia and Egypt 

millions erupted onto the streets forcing the ruling autocrats to step down, at the prompting of 

their own military and international allies. Yet in Syria, key regions and segments of society 

initially kept their distance from the protestors. The two largest cities of Aleppo and 

Damascus were mostly quiet, especially in the city centres where the middle classes and 

merchants reside. Despite a gradual trickle of defections from lower ranked soldiers and a 

handful of officers, the security services and the army largely remained loyal, unlike in other 

Arab states where the defection of the military as a whole (Tunisia and Egypt) or in part 

(Libya) facilitated the speedy fall of the old regime. Syria appeared split, between supporters 

of the opposition and the regime. This split began to be reflected in rival demonstrations. 

Well-choreographed pro-regime demonstrations in Damascus and Aleppo saw thousands on 

the streets, holding pictures of Assad and holding aloft giant Syrian flags, the red, white and 

black banner with two green stars on it.
2
 Although the anti-regime protestors had themselves 

initially also waved this flag, they soon adopted a different emblem: the green, white and 

black banner with three red stars, the Istiqlal (independence) flag that pre-dated Ba’ath rule. 

This was partly a response to the commandeering of the Syrian national flag by the regime in 

its demonstrations and partly inspired by rebels in Libya fighting Muamer Gaddafi who had 

reverted to the pre-Gaddafi Libyan flag.  

 

However, the adoption of this Istiqlal flag had wider connotations. Although sectarian 

divisions did not necessarily prompt the unrest, increasingly the uprising began to take a 

sectarian character. Although individuals from all of Syria’s sects played a role in the 

opposition, protests were most frequent in Sunni Arab areas, who make up roughly 65% of 

Syria’s population.
3
 This is not to say that most Sunni Arabs sided with the protestors, but 

most protestors were Sunni Arabs. In contrast areas that were mostly Christian, who make up 

just under 10% of the population, Druze (3%) or Alawi (10%) tended to either be quiet or 

                                                        
1
 ‘Interview with Syrian President Bashar al-Assad’, Wall Street Journal, 31/1/11 - 

http://online.wsj.com/article/SB10001424052748703833204576114712441122894.html (accessed 22/2/12) 
2
 ‘Syria unrest: Aleppo sees huge pro-Assad rally’, BBC News, 19/10/11 - http://www.bbc.co.uk/news/world-

middle-east-15373531 - accessed 1/2/12 
3
 P. Harling and S. Birke, ‘Beyond the Fall of the Syrian Regime,’ Middle East Research and Information 

Project (MERIP), 24/2/12 - http://www.merip.org/mero/mero022412 (accessed 1/3/12) 

http://online.wsj.com/article/SB10001424052748703833204576114712441122894.html
http://www.bbc.co.uk/news/world-middle-east-15373531
http://www.bbc.co.uk/news/world-middle-east-15373531
http://www.merip.org/mero/mero022412


C. Phillips, BRISMES, 2012                                    DRAFT WORKING PAPER – Not for citation 
 

3 
 

hosted pro-regime displays. Areas that are dominated by Kurds, who though Sunni Muslims 

have long been discriminated against by successive rulers and parts of society as they are 

non-Arabs, had some demonstrations but they lacked the persistence of some Sunni Arab 

areas, notably Homs, Deraa, Hama, Jisr al-Shughour, Idlib and the Damascus suburb of 

Douma. Sect and ethnicity (in the case of the Kurds) not only appeared to affect whether a 

Syrian was more or less likely to participate in anti-regime demonstrations, it also began to 

affect the nature of slogans shouted. Sunni Arabs reportedly regularly demanded, “we want a 

leader who fears God” – a reference to the fact that President Assad is an Alawi, a Shia sect 

of Islam that Sunnis dismiss as heterodox.
4
 Similarly in early demonstrations in the coastal 

town of Banyas, Sunni Arab demonstrators shouted more aggressive anti-Alawi slogans.
5
 The 

regime was accused of stirring up sectarianism themselves by sending in the Alawi Shabiha 

militia to attack Sunni areas. By late 2011, sectarian fighting between Sunnis and Alawis 

living in Homs, which became a centre of resistance, was a regular occurrence.
6
  

 

In such a climate, the relevance of the Istiqlal flag raises further questions. The Istiqlal flag 

was first replaced by the current ‘two star’ flag by Egyptian president Gamal Abdul Nasser in 

1958 when Syria was joined in union with Egypt in the United Arab Republic. It was briefly 

reinstated in 1961 when Syria left the union, but in 1963, when the Ba’ath party seized power 

they removed it for good, first introducing a red, white and black banner with an eagle as the 

national flag, before readopting the two-star flag in 1980. Some opposition activists, therefore 

claim that their rejection of the two-star flag is simultaneously a rejection of the Ba’ath party 

regime and a pro-democratic symbol, as Syria was a democratic state when it gained 

independence from France in 1946.
7
 However, the accompanying sectarian tensions suggest 

more than this. The coming to power of the Baath in 1963 represented not only an end to the 

Istiqlal flag, but a permanent shift in the ethno-sectarian power politics in Syria. The elite 

from the Sunni Arab majority, who had dominated the post-independence era (1946-63) and, 

before then, the Ottoman and French mandate period, were permanently dislodged from 

power and a new Baathist elite, led by Syria’s minorities the Alawis and some Christians and, 

Druze, came to power. Reclaiming the Istiqlal flag therefore suggests not only a return to 

democracy, but a return to Sunni dominance, which in the minds of some are becoming 

inextricably linked. As one opposition activists stated, “This is why people are today calling 

for the establishment of a ‘second republic’. They feel Syria has been hijacked by a small 

group who has screwed up the country and they want to go back to square one.”
8
 Indeed, the 

battle over the national flag that has emerged in this uprising suggests a wider battle 

underway over the nature of Syrian national identity. Not only is Baath party rule being 

challenged but so is the nationalist narrative it has constructed to legitimate Alawi minority 

rule. Moreover, it is a challenge that appears to threaten the cohesiveness of the Syrian state, 

with the threat of a collapse into sectarian violence, like that witnessed in neighbouring Iraq 

and Lebanon a realistic possibility.  

 

This paper will argue that this challenge to its nationalist narrative is of the Baathist regime’s 

making. By looking through the lens of nationalism theory, it will argue that any sectarian 

                                                        
4
 A. Tabler, In the Lion’s Den: an eyewitness account of Washington’s battle with Syria (Chicago, Il.: Lawrence 

Hill Books, 2011), p. 233. 
5
 Interview with Ammar Waqqaf (member of the pro-regime London-based Syria Social Club), London, 13/2/12  

6
 A. Shadid, ‘Sectarian Strife in City Bodes Ill for All of Syria,’ New York Times, 19/11/11 - 

http://www.nytimes.com/2011/11/20/world/middleeast/in-homs-syria-sectarian-battles-stir-fears-of-civil-

war.html?pagewanted=all (accessed 12/12/11) 
7
 “The Istiqlal flag represents democracy.” Interview with Dr Abdul Hakim Bashar (Chairman, the Syrian 

Kurdish National Council), London, 18/2/12 
8
 Interview with Malik al-Abdeh (editor of al-Barada TV), London, 10/2/12 

http://www.nytimes.com/2011/11/20/world/middleeast/in-homs-syria-sectarian-battles-stir-fears-of-civil-war.html?pagewanted=all
http://www.nytimes.com/2011/11/20/world/middleeast/in-homs-syria-sectarian-battles-stir-fears-of-civil-war.html?pagewanted=all
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divisions are the product of deliberate regime policies to maintain them rather than any 

‘perrenial’ or intractable identities that would make the construction of a Syrian state identity 

‘doomed to fail’, as some have argued.
9
 It will consider how nation-building was attempted 

first under Hafez al-Assad, then Bashar, before considering how these issues have contributed 

to a rise in sectarianism and disputes over national identity during the 2011-12 uprising. 

Contrary to its own myth-making, a closer analysis of the nationalist discourse of the Baath 

regime shows that it has been highly fuzzy in its nation-building attempts.
10

 Rather than 

attempt to construct a clear nationalist discourse, the regime has produced an ambiguous and 

flexible identity that at different times draws on Syrian nationalist, Arab nationalist and 

religious identities. This has been motivated more by winning popular support for short term 

policies and legitimizing minoritarian and undemocratic rule rather than a concerted 

commitment to nation-building in what remains a relative new political entity. 

Simultaneously, far from building a state which moves away from sectarian divisions, the 

Baath regime has helped to institutionalize them either directly through legal and social 

means, or indirectly by creating a clear sect-based elite. In spite of this, ethnographic research 

reveals that most Syrian do now feel a sense of both Syrian identity and the desire to break 

the state down is limited. However, there is no consensus on what that Syrian identity means, 

and sect and class still seem to affect opinion. On the one hand, this success in inculcating 

some sense of Syrian-ness suggest some success in nation-building in spite of the regime. On 

the other hand, the persistence of ethnic ties also illustrates another form of success for the 

regime: keeping communities divided in order to manipulate them. However, as shall be 

shown, attachments to sect and to the Syrian nation are both the product of recent political 

and social developments rather than ancient, unbreakable ties. 

 

Ethnicity and nation-building in Syria   

In recent years, the outbreak of wars and conflicts based on ethnic identities in the Balkans, 

Africa and, in the Middle East, Lebanon and Iraq, has prompted many scholars to revise 

earlier views on the modernity of identity.
11

 In particular, the notion that some ethnic 

identities are ‘perennial’ or, at the least, take generations to break down has challenged the 

orthodox ‘modernist’ approach that identities can be manipulated, built and altered by ruling 

elites and social groups. The violence and sectarianism witnessed during Iraq’s civil war in 

particular, prompted many academics and commentators to claim that ‘artificial’ colonial 

states such as Iraq would inevitably collapse once the firm hand of a dictator such as Saddam 

Hussein was removed. They argued that the intractability of ancient Sunni, Shia and Kurdish 

identities in Iraq would undermine any nation-building attempts by previous and future 

governments.
12

 The presence of similar sectarian differences in Syria, another ‘artificial’ 

colonial state, and the outbreak of sectarian violence in places during the current unrest, has 

prompted similar claims about the inevitability of the breakdown of the Syrian state along 

sectarian lines. However, as shall be demonstrated, as in Iraq, these sectarian divisions were 

themselves promoted and manipulated during the modern era by ruling elites hoping to 

‘divide and rule’. Indeed, the fact that nation-building in Syria has only had a limited success 

is more due to elite manipulation rather than the persistence of ancient ties. 

                                                        
9
 Harling and Birke, ‘Beyond the Fall of the Syrian Regime,’ MERIP, 24/2/12 

10
 H. Frisch, ‘Fuzzy nationalism: The case of Jordan’ Nationalism and Ethnic Politics 8:4 (Winter 2002), pp. 86-

103. 
11

 For main debate see B. Anderson, Imagined Communities (London: Verso Books, 2
nd

 ed. 1991); E. 

Hobsbawm and T. Ranger, (eds.), The Invention of Tradition (Cambridge: CUP, 1992) and A. D. Smith, 

Nationalism and Modernism (London: Routledge, 1998). 
12

 T. Dodge, ‘State Collapse and the Rise of Identity Politics,’ in M. Bouillon, D. Malone and B. Rowsell (Eds.), 

Preventing another Generation of Conflict (Boulder: Lynner Rienner, 2007), pp. 23-39. 
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The modern state of Syria was created after the First World War following the breakup of the 

Ottoman Empire by Britain and France. France was tasked with overseeing the mandate of 

Syria, which it broke up into six state-lets: Greater Lebanon, Alexandretta, The Alawi state 

(Lattakia), Jabal Druze, Damascus and Aleppo. Following a sustained challenge to French 

rule in the form of the Great Syrian Revolt of 1925-7, the French eventually united four of the 

state-lets (excluding Lebanon and Alexandretta, given to Turkey in 1938) into what became 

the Republic of Syria. However, no single state had previously occupied this territory and its 

inhabitants were a religious (Sunni, Alawi, Druze, Ismaeli and Shia Muslims, Maronite and 

Orthodox Christians) and ethnic (Arab, Kurd, Assyrian) mix. Complicating matters were 

external supra-national identities influencing the population, notably pan-Arabism and Pan-

Islamism. The ability for any government to construct or promote a united identity within this 

state is the subject of scholarly debate. 

 

‘Modernist’ scholars have long argued that all identities, whether nation, sect or ethnicity are 

essentially social constructs that ebb and flow in importance over time. Fred Halliday, for 

example, argues that, “nationalism as an ideology has no fixed state. It is not a matter…of a 

‘true’ versus ‘false’ definition of identity, but of shifts in identity and arguments about it, 

corresponding to shifting social and political relations.”
13

 Halliday notes that the different 

layers of identity found in the Middle East, whether sect, nation, religion or supra-nation 

(Arab) are not dissimilar to those found in western states, such as city, regional, religious, 

national and continental ties. Identity is situational and is able to be manipulated, weakened, 

strengthened and even eroded by the state and other political and social forces. Modernists 

would therefore argue that the different ethnic and sectarian mix inherited by Syria’s rulers 

on independence from the colonial period was no obstacle to building a successful Syrian 

national identity. Any failure to do so should be blamed on those modern political and social 

forces, particularly the instrumental use of different identities by ruling elites, rather than any 

fixed permanence of these identities that could never be broken down.  

 

This latter argument is made by the two main rivals to the modernist understanding of 

identity: primordialists and ethno-symbolists. Primordialists view identity and, in the context 

of the Middle East, the creation by European powers of ‘unnatural’ states made up of various 

different sectarian groups with no shared culture, religion or, in some cases, language as well, 

would make any nation-building project doomed from the start. Clifford Geertz, for example, 

argues that these primordial ties of ethnicity and sect, “cannot be wished out of existence,” 

believing that at best they could be, “…to some extent domesticated.”
14

 A more nuanced 

view is taken by Anthony Smith, who argues that the modernists fail to explain the durability 

of ethnic identities under the ‘normal’ vicissitudes of history (migrations, invasions, 

intermarriages etc.
15

 He claims that there are very few nations that don’t have an ‘ethnic 

core’, and emphasizes how the absence of pre-existing ethnic components, in the form of 

myths and symbols, can prove a serious impediment to nation-building.
16

  

 

This question of an ‘ethnic core’ is relevant to the Syrian case and the debates emerging out 

of the 2011 crisis. Some in the opposition would claim that Syria’s ethnic core is Sunni Arab 

and their use of the Istiqlal flag reflects a desire to return to that official identity. Ethno-

symbolists might argue that this represents the failure of Ba’athist nation-building that 

                                                        
13

 F. Halliday, Nation and Religion in the Middle East (London: Lynne Rienner Publishers, 2000), p. 41. 
14

 Smith, Nationalism and Modernism, p. 277 
15

 A. D. Smith, The Ethnic Origins of Nations (Oxford: Basil Blackwell, 1986), p. 16. 
16

 Ibid. p.17 
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followed the modernist logic that a Syrian identity without an ethnic core could be 

constructed. However, this paper will illustrate, among other things, that there was never a 

consistent and concerted effort by the Ba’ath regime to build a coherent nation. Moreover, 

there was a desire to directly and directly maintain sectarian differences as ruling mechanism. 

The persistence of a Sunni desire to lead and make the core of the nation therefore comes 

from modern political developments not the impossibility (Geertz) or unlikelihood (Smith) 

for these older identities to ever be outstripped. 

 

In terms of methodology, this working paper investigates Syrian identity using a variety of 

sources. At its core are the results of an investigation into Syrian identity conducted in Syria 

in 2007-9, before the uprising. This entailed an analysis of the official Syrian discourse 

pushed by the Ba’athist regime, including content and discourse analysis of the personality 

cults of Hafez and Bashar al-Assad and of Syria TV – the state-run main satellite television 

channel.
17

 It also involved over 30 different ethnographic interviews with Syrians, some of 

which are utilized here. Much of this paper is designed to consider how this discourse is 

being challenged by the evens since 2011. Interviews with activists and government 

supporters have therefore been added to this investigation. The majority of new material is, 

however, secondary, as access to Syria has been difficult. Journalistic accounts and reports 

have proved highly useful, although it must be stated that the reliability of some of these 

sources can at times be questioned, given how much each side in the 2011-12 uprising was 

seeking to manipulate the media to promote its side of the story.   

 

The contradictions of Baathist nation building 
 

“The current regime have succeeded in persuading people over man decades that minorities are different, and 

promoting fear between different groups.” Dr Abdul Hakim Bashar (Chairman, the Syrian Kurdish National 
Council)18

 

 

When Hafez al-Assad came to power in a bloodless coup in November 1970, he inherited an 

unstable colonially-created state whose past governments and people were not yet clear on 

what ‘being Syrian’ actually meant. After independence, Syria became a political battle 

ground for competing forces in the region, notably Gamal Abdul Nasser’s Egypt and Nuri 

Said’s Iraq.
19

 Between 1946 to 1958 alone there were several coups, 20 different cabinets and 

the constitution was redrafted four times.
20

 Nasser appeared to win this battle when Syria was 

united with Egypt in the United Arab Republic in 1958, but its collapse following another 

coup, this time by nationalist Syrian officers in 1961, prompting another wave of disorder.
21

 

In 1963 the Arab nationalist socialist Ba’ath party seized power, but this only led to two 

further coups: by leftist Ba’athists in 1966 and, finally, by Assad in 1970.
22

  

 

Driving much of the political battles in this period were rival interpretations of Syrian 

national identity, and the various regimes tried different formulas to entrench a national 

Syrian identity.  Some prioritized Syria’s Arab identity and thus pushed Arab unity schemes 

such as the UAR, while others focused on a Syrian identity based around the colonial state, 

                                                        
17

 For full details see C. Phillips, Everyday Arab Identity: The daily reproduction of the Arab World (London: 

Routledge, 2012) [To be published 14 September 2012] 
18

 Interview with Dr Abdul Hakim Bashar (Chairman, the Syrian Kurdish National Council), London, 18/2/12 
19

 M. Mufti, Sovereign creations: pan-Arabism and political order in Syria and Iraq (Ithaca, N.Y: Cornell 

University Press, 1996), pp. 65-81. 
20

 D. Hopwood, Syria 1945-1986: Politics and Society (London: Unwin Hyman, 1988), pp. 31-53. 
21

 E. Rogan, The Arabs: A History (London: Allen Lane, 2009), p. 320. 
22

 P. Seale, Assad: the struggle for the Middle East (London: Tauris, 1988), pp. 154-168. 
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although ensuring it contained a looser Arabist component.
 23

  Those that tried to emphasise 

Syria’s pre-Islamic past tended to fail because most of the population already felt Islamised 

or, at the least, Arabised. Similarly those who played on a Greater Syrian (bilad as-sham) 

identity struggled with the reality that that historical territory had now been divided into four 

parts, of which modern Syria was but one.
24

 In the immediate post-independence period, 

Islamists played no role in the debate over Syrian identity.
25

 As is detailed by Hanna Batatu’s 

account of the Syrian Peasantry, the power of the state in the post-independence period was 

largely limited to the towns and, with illiteracy levels as high as 42.7% in 1960, the ability for 

any state to disseminate an official identity must be questioned.
26

 The pre-Assad period was 

therefore one in which elites could neither agree on the nature of Syrian identity nor 

successfully spread it. 

 

Assad’s coming to power marked not only an end to the political instability, with his rule 

lasting three decades, but also a clearer attempt by the ruling regime to define and promote 

Syrian nationhood. Assad’s nationalist discourse was designed to serve two purposes: to unite 

all the people inside Syria’s borders with a common identity and to simultaneously legitimize 

his rule. Legitimacy was particularly important given the dominant position of Assad’s 

Alawite sect. Despite only forming 10% of Syria’s population, a legacy of French 

colonialism saw the Alawis over-represented in the military and a collection of radical Alawi 

army officers, including Assad, went on to dominate the Ba’ath party before and after it 

seized power in 1963.
27

 In 1971 Assad became the first Alawi Syrian president, something 

that had the potential to unnerve the Sunni Arabs who made up 65% of the population and 

had produced all of Syria’s heads of state until that point. Assad did co-opt several segments 

of Sunni Arab society into his regime. He promoted prominent Sunni Baathists, such as 

minister of Defence Mustafa Tlass, Vice-President Abdel Halim Khaddam and once Prime 

minister Mahmoud al-Zu-bi, secured the support of Damascus’ Sunni merchant class and 

won over poor Sunni workers and peasants with an expanding state that proved a major 

employer and modernizer of villages and urban slums.
28

 However, key positions in the army, 

security forces, business and government remained occupied by Alawis and Assad therefore 

still needed to promote an identity discourse that emphasized the commonality between 

himself, the other ruling Alawis and the Sunni Arab majority. 

 

This discourse tried to bridge the divides of the post-independence years by laying claim to 

both Pan-Syrianism and Pan-Arabism at the same time.
29

 It also encompassed a cultural 

Arab/Islamic-orientated pan-Arab identity by highlighting Syria’s role as the cradle of Arab 

nationalism, whilst also encompassing a territorial identity that allowed the regime to claim 

lineage from past civilizations that emerged in or occupied Syrian soil. Unlike previous 

regimes in Syria Assad’s state was large and, using the Ba’ath party machinery and the 

military as a mobilisation tool, went about creating, “a new generation of Syrian Arab 

Patriots.”
30

 Rural regions were affected this time with a conscious effort made to bring 

                                                        
23

 E. Zisser, ‘Who's afraid of Syrian nationalism? National and State Identity in Syria,’ Middle Eastern Studies 

42:2 (2006), pp. 179-198. 
24

 Ibid., 
25

 G. H. Talhami, ‘Syria: Islam, Arab Nationalism and the Military’ Middle East Policy 8:4 (2001), pp. 110-127. 
26

 H. Batatu, Syria’s Peasantry, the Descendents of its Lesser Rural Notables, and their Politics (Princeton: 

Princeton University Press, 1999), p. 189. 
27

 N. Van Dam, The struggle for power in Syria: politics and society under Asad and the Ba'th party (London: 

I.B. Tauris, 1979 [4
th

 ed. 2011]), pp.34-48 
28

 B. Haddad, ‘The Syrian Regime’s Business Backbone,’ MERIP MER262 (Spring 2012) 
29

 E. Zisser, ‘Who's afraid of Syrian nationalism?’  
30

 M. Ma’oz, Assad: Sphinx of Damascus (New York: Weidenfeld & Nicholson, 1988), p. 193. 
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peasants into ‘the nation’.
31

 The expansion of the state saw Assad’s discourse promoted to 

conscripted soldiers, in schools, on state owned television and radio and, most visibly, in the 

vast cult that was promoted around the president himself.
32

 Importantly, any difference 

between sects was deliberately omitted. All were presented as ‘Syrian Arabs’, whatever their 

sect, a label that made the dominant Alawis equals to the majority Sunni Arabs. This also 

provided space for other minorities in Syria, particularly the Druze and Christians, who could 

cling to the Arab and Syrian aspects of the identity, if not the Islamic, yet left little room for 

Syria’s Kurds who were effectively excluded from Syrian identity given its heavy reliance on 

the Arab character.
33

  

 

What emerged was a highly malleable multi-facetted identity, which allowed the Assad 

regime to emphasize the Arab, state, Greater Syrian or Islamic aspect of Syria’s national 

identity at different times, usually depending on the international or domestic political 

conditions of the day. An example of this was seen in 1976, when Assad sent troops into 

Lebanon to assist Maronite Christian militias against a coalition of Arab nationalists and 

Palestinians, receiving criticism for preventing the victory of the Arab nationalists. However, 

Assad countered by drawing on the Greater Syrian component of his identity discourse, 

emphasizing that Syria and Lebanon were, “One nation with two governments.”
34

 The 

flexibility of the identity also served domestic politics. From 1976-82, Assad faced a major 

rebellion led by Syria’s Muslim Brotherhood, which was eventually defeated after the brutal 

government onslaught of Hama in 1982, when over 10,000 were killed. Until this point, while 

Islam’s history had been prominent in Assad’s nationalist discourse, Islamic religious 

practice had not, and the regime was pro-actively secular.
35

 After 1982 however, Assad 

sought to co-opt previous supporters of the Muslim Brotherhood by advancing his own 

Islamic credentials.
36

 He increased public observation of prayers, funded mosque 

construction, and revitalised some Sharia and Quaranic studies institutes.
37

 While this shift 

did not altered Syria’s status as a more secular state than its neighbours, it demonstrates how 

the official identity could be moulded around political circumstances without requiring total 

transformation.  

 

However, the ambiguity of Assad’s identity discourse was also a considerable problem. Its 

malleability proved a useful political tool to maintain the legitimacy of a minoritarian regime 

and to justify shifting domestic and foreign policies, but the vagueness left space for 

interpretation and allowed different ethnic and socio-economic groups to take different 

meanings. The first contradiction of the Ba’athist discourse was therefore that in seeking an 

identity that was broad enough to legitimise the regime, it had the potential to undermine the 

second goal of creating a single identity that would unite all Syrians under one identity.  

 

The second major contradiction of these attempts at nation building was that, while the 

official discourse was emphasizing the commonalities between Syrians, sectarian differences 

                                                        
31

 Batatu, Syria's Peasantry, pp. 188-90. 
32

 L. Wedeen, Ambiguities of Domination: Politics, Rhetoric and Symbols in Contemporary Syria, (Chicago: 

University of Chicago Press, 1999), p.1 
33

 K. Yildiz, The Kurds in Syria: The Forgotten People (London: Pluto Press, 2005), pp. 91-93 
34

 D. Pipes, Greater Syria: the History of an Ambition (Oxford: OUP, 1990), p. 119; T. Hanf, Coexistence in 

Wartime Lebanon: Decline of a State and Rise of a Nation (London: I.B. Tauris, 1993), p.212. 
35

 One activist claimed this entailed forcing religious Sunnis to drink alcohol to show their loyalty. Interview 

with Malik al-Abdeh (editor of al-Barada TV), London, 10/2/12. 
36

 For more on the 1982 Hama revolt, see Seale, Asad, pp. 316-339; R. Fisk, Pity the Nation: Lebanon at War. 
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were being formally and informally institutionalized and reinforced. This was not all of the 

Ba’ath regime’s making, and many of the formal means were inherited from previous 

regimes. The personal status law of 1953 has been important in retaining societal differences 

between Christians and Muslims, for example.
38

 The law states that if a Christian woman 

marries a Muslim man, she is only able to inherit his property if she converts to Islam, 

making conversions more common than not in such circumstances. At the same time it 

forbids any Muslim from converting to Christianity. This places a legal disadvantage to the 

growth of the Christian community and even promotes its diminishment. As one 

commentator noted, “This is why many Syrian Christian families find it extremely hard to 

accept inter-religious marriages. It is also why they seem to prefer to live in Christian-only 

buildings where the chances of young adults interacting with those from a different sect are 

lower.”
39

 The law therefore indirectly encourages the separate cohabitation of communities, 

perhaps explaining why there remain clear ‘Christian’ areas of major cities such as 

Damascus, Aleppo, Lattakia and Homs. Such separation can help foster prejudice among the 

communities. One Christian woman in Aleppo in 2009 remarked, “All they [the poor 

Muslims] do is have babies and care about religion. They are ignorant.”
40

  

 

Another legal means by which sectarian differences are sustained are the madhabi special 

legal courts for the Druze communities that were granted by post-independence governments 

in 1948.
41

 Again, by separating the legal treatment of one community, differences persist at a 

societal level. A more indirect but significant means by which sectarian identity has been 

formally entrenched under Ba’athist rule has been through religious education. Not only are 

Christians and Muslims separated during religion classes in state schools from an early age, 

emphasizing their separateness, but the content of the education given to Muslims is, 

“traditional, rigid and Sunni”.
42

 According to Joshua Landis’ survey of Syrian religion 

textbooks, which have not been changed since the late 1960s, Syrian Muslims of all sects are 

instructed that Sunnism is the only form of Islam, with other sects unmentioned.
43

 This in 

itself promotes a form of sectarianism as it encourages Sunnis to believe that they are 

superior to other heterodox Syrian Muslims such as the Shia, the Alawis, the Ismaelis and the 

Druze. While Landis notes that the ruling Alawis may have been willing to promote this 

inflated but illiberal view of Sunnism as a way of placating the Sunni majority and, 

effectively, sacrificing their own religious individuality for power, this has surely contributed 

to long term resentment from the Sunnis towards other sects, particularly the Alawis. If, after 

all, they are taught at school that they are the only true Muslims, why should they tolerate 

false Muslims like the Alawis as their rulers? As one interviewee commentated, “A lot of 

Muslims see Syria through the prism of Islamic history that they learn from a young 

age…Syria is a Sunni nation.”
44
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Finally, Ba’athist rule also informally encouraged sectarian differences by developing Alawis 

as an economic elite. This has occurred on two levels. At the top level, children and relatives 

of powerful regime figures, the awlat al-Sultah (children of authority) have been allowed to 

accumulate wealth and dominate big business.
45

 Although not all of these have been Alawis 

and the children of powerful Sunnis have also thrived, notably Tlass’ son Firas, a 

disproportionately high number were Alawis. Moreover, the development of new businesses, 

particularly under Bashar al-Assad (discussed below) added to the already prominent position 

of Alawis in high state positions, such as the higher echelons of the army, security services 

and diplomatic corps. At a lower level, the economic standing of the community as a whole 

improved considerably under Ba’athist rule. Originally from the mountainous villages on 

Syria’s Mediterranean coast, many Alawis moved from the countryside to Damascus, 

Latakia, Homs and other Syrian cities under Ba’athist rule. Members of the regime 

encouraged this either directly, by giving them preferential treatment when applying for 

government positions to ensure the bureaucracy was filled with loyalists, or indirectly 

through family and clan ties. This influx of Alawis into important positions, plus their 

physical relocation into Syria’s major cities was another means by which sectarian 

differences were sustained and even exacerbated under Assad’s rule despite the supposed 

inclusiveness of the official discourse. 

 

The persistence of ethnic and sectarian identities in the state that Hafez al-Assad built does 

not therefore undermine Halliday’s perspective or vindicate Smith or Geertz on the durability 

of ethnicity. On the contrary, the Ba’ath undermined its own attempts to nation build itself in 

two ways: by constructing a malleable identity discourse that focused more on legitimizing 

its own rule than creating a single, unified Syrian identity, and by directly and indirectly 

maintaining sectarian divisions through legal and socio-economic means. Indeed, the 

Ba’ath’s unwillingness to remove inherited laws that perpetuated sectarianism perhaps 

question any true commitment to building a united de-sectarianized identity. Indeed, as shall 

be seen, given the leadership’s manipulation of sectarianism in the 2011 crisis, it might be 

argued that they deliberately retained these divisions as a means of ‘divide and rule’. This is 

not, however, an argument that supports the permanent durability of sectarian identity, but 

seemingly shows on the contrary how these identities require a deliberate hand to be 

sustained and not outstripped.  

 

Divisions widen under Bashar al-Assad 

So did the regime’s approach to promoting a national identity change when Bashar al-Assad 

succeeded his father in 2000? As well as inheriting power from Hafez, Bashar inherited the 

multi-facetted identity discourse that he had constructed, and the mechanisms by which it was 

spread. However, while Bashar’s rule did see much continuity in the identity discourse, there 

were also subtle changes in both the discourse and its dissemination. Notably, the formal and 

informal institutionalization of sectarian divisions entrenched under Hafez were exacerbated 

by some of Bashar’s polices. These all played a considerable role not only in creating the 

conditions for 2011’s uprising, but also in determining that it had the potential to take on a 

sectarian character. 

 

Bashar continued a national identity discourse that incorporated Arab, Syrian state, Islamic 

and Greater Syrian elements. As under Hafez it made no mention of sectarian differences, 

and was deliberately kept malleable to legitimize different domestic and foreign policies. The 
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emphasis did shift however, seemingly in reaction to political developments. The Greater 

Syrian aspect was lessened. In his hunt for allies in the mid-2000s when the Bush 

administration was leading a diplomatic boycott of Syria, Bashar grew closer to Turkey and 

formally dropped Syria’s long standing claims to the Turkish province of Hatay in 2004 – 

even though it remained on official maps.
46

 Similarly, though not out of choice, after being 

ejected from Lebanon in 2005, Bashar recognized Lebanon’s independence for the first time 

since decolonization by swapping ambassadors in 2008 - a far cry from Hafez’s quasi-

imperialist mantra that the two countries were, “two states, one people.”
47

 

 

The Arab element of Bashar’s discourse remained prominent. Slogans found on government 

posters and on Syria TV state television declared that Syria was, “the beating heart of 

Arabism,” or that it was, “the Arab compass.”
48

 The instrumentalism of Arabism was clear: 

in a decade when Israel was at its most aggressive towards the Palestinians and the US 

invaded Iraq, encouraging Syrians to feel a level of Arab commonality with those people 

served to justify the regime’s own continued confrontation with the US and Israel. However, 

at the same time the balance between Syrian and Arab identity shifted in Bashar’s discourse 

in favour of Syrian state identity, quite possibly as a result of the reverse in Lebanon and 

alliance with Turkey. While under Hafez the Pan-Arab flag of the Ba’ath party (the same as 

Palestine’s) was as visible as the two-starred state flag, under Bashar the two starred flag was 

increasingly given prominence alone. Vast flag poles were erected in several locations in 

central Damascus and Aleppo hoisting giant two star banners. At pro-Bashar rallies, whether 

in the immediate aftermath of the Lebanon withdrawal in 2005, during his unopposed 

‘reelection’ campaign in 2007 or during the crises of 2011-12, it was the state flag, not that of 

the Baath that formed the basis of paraphernalia: posters, t-shirts and baseball caps.
49

 Again, 

this shift towards state nationalism appeared instrumental: a means of rallying public support 

when the regime appeared threatened. 

 

A final, more disputed shift in the discourse was a more willing embrace of the Islamic layer 

of Syrian identity than that seen under Hafez. Several authors have noted the growth of 

religiously-minded slogans, such as, “Syria: God is her protector, Assad is her shepherd,” 

and, “God protect you O Syria.”
50

 Some have gone so far as suggesting this represented a 

permanent shift away from Hafez’s secularism. Andrew Tabler, for example, argues that the 

growth in religious slogans was the result of the regime, “turning towards Islamists and 

jihadists.”
51

 This, he says, was pragmatic based on the need for foreign allies during 

diplomatic isolation – not only Islamists in Iran, Hezbollah and Hamas, but also facilitating 

the crossing of jihadists into Iraq to destabilize US efforts there. Similarly, the gradual turn in 

Syrian society towards a more conservative observation of Sunni Islam in the past two 

decades also suggests pragmatic desire for popular support behind the slogans. However, 

Tabler’s analysis is only half right. Domestic and international policies may well have been 

behind the shift in the discourse towards a more Islamic direction, but it was by no means 
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permanent. Indeed, when the regime felt stronger in 2010 having outlived the Bush 

administration, Bashar introduced more secular policies: banning school teachers from 

wearing the niqab face veil at work and allowing a casino to open outside Damascus. 

Interestingly both of these polices were reversed in April 2011 after the first signs of unrest 

and the regime sought to placate conservative Sunnis. However, this offers a good illustration 

of how the identity discourse was deliberately malleable around the differing politics of the 

day. 

 

The means by which the identity discourse was disseminated also altered slightly under 

Bashar, possibly weakening the impact that Hafez’s discourse may have had. On the one 

hand, as with Hafez, Bashar maintained a substantial personality cult around him that has 

been utilized to spread the identity discourse. Despite initially ordering the many pictures of 

his father to be removed and claiming that he did not want a cult himself, vast posters, 

slogans and pictures of Bashar are all over Syria.
52

 Their number grew considerably at certain 

points, again when the regime was threatened: first in 2005 and then in 2011. They also were 

widely distributed during the 2007 reelection campaign. It is difficult to quantify whether any 

cult is successful at disseminating an identity, let alone whether one cult (Hafez’s) is more 

successful than another (Bashar’s). However, it should be noted that Bashar’s market reforms 

allowed for a major growth in advertising billboards and posters that were absent during 

Hafez’s reign, meaning that Hafez’s cult could stand alone while Bashar’s posters were just 

one among many, perhaps blunting their impact. Another way in which dissemination may 

have lessened was the weakening of both the Ba’ath party and the army under Bashar, 

formerly two powerful means of identity building.
53

 The army was starved of funds and 

equipment, much of which was siphoned off to specialist units in the security forces, while 

conscription was reduced from 2 and half years to 2 years in 2008, then dropped to 18 months 

in 2011. While these may seem like minor changes, the end result was that young Syrian men 

spent less time exposed daily to the regime’s identity discourse, and that that institution had 

fewer resources with which to push that discourse than in the past.
54

 Perhaps more important 

was the weakening of the Ba’ath party. It too had its influence reduced under Bashar, with its 

traditional role as the arm of the state in even the most rural areas greatly reduced. As 

Raymond Hinnebusch comments, this meant that its position as arbiter of disputes in these 

areas was displaced by local notables, religious sheikhs and tribal leaders, who didn’t 

necessarily conform to the regime’s preferred identity discourse.
55

  

 

A final area that may have weakened the regime’s ability to disseminate its identity discourse 

during Bashar’s rule was the growth of new forms of information technology. Although 

satellite dishes were technically illegal until 2000, 30% of Syrians had satellite access by 

1998 and the majority do today.
56

 While prior to the growth of satellite television Syrians 

secretly listen to the BBC World Service for news, the regime still enjoyed a relative 

information monopoly.
57

 The rise of popular news channels such as al-Jazeera and al-

Arabiya broadcast from outside of Syria, alongside the more modest growth of the internent, 

meant that under Bashar the regime’s message was just one of many available to its citizens. 
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Though at times this could support aspects of the regime’s identity discourse, notably the 

Arab and Syrian state components, as shall be discussed, at times it also had the potential to 

undermine the regime’s message and present some elements of Syrian society with an 

alternative view of their identity. 

 

Bashar therefore pursued a national identity discourse that continued the same contradictions 

as his father – seeking to be vague and flexible enough to legitimize his rule and policies of 

the day, while simultaneously seeking to unify the population. Yet he found himself trying to 

disseminate that identity in a more difficult environment – partly of his own making, and 

partly due to technological developments. Moreover, not only did Bashar fail to correct any 

of the official means by which sectarian identity remained entrenched under Hafez’s rule, he 

exacerbated the informal mechanisms by which sectarian differences remained important. He 

did this in two noticeable ways. Firstly, he furthered the privileged position of the Alawi 

community. After hollowing out the Ba’ath party, which had always been a vehicle for Hafez 

to promote non-Alawis, Bashar narrowed the core of his regime to a key group of Alawis, 

mostly from Hafez and his mother’s clan.
58

 On top of this, the market reforms he introduced 

prompted the growth of a new class of super-rich Syrians the like of which had not been seen 

under Hafez’s more socialist system. With a large number of contracts and monopolies 

granted to Alawis and, particularly, Bashar’s cousin, Rami Makhlouf, the emergence of a 

visible wealthy Alawi elite served to separate the community from the rest of Syrian society 

more than ever before.
59

 While in truth it was not only the Alawis that benefitted from these 

market reforms, indeed the mainly Sunni city of Aleppo had particular economic success, the 

cost was felt by mostly poor Sunni workers and peasants who had their previous subsidies 

removed. With Alawis seemingly making up the majority of the beneficiaries, some sectarian 

resentment emerged. One young Sunni from Aleppo remarked in a 2009 interview for 

example, “I don’t like the Alawis and those from Damascus who take all our money,” while 

another youth from Homs said that he had fantasized about slaughtering all the Alawis on the 

banks of the Atassi river after in revenge for their recent taking over economic activity in the 

city.
60

 

 

This Sunni Arab resentment towards the Alawis was enhanced by different influences placed 

on the Sunni community in particular during Bashar’s rule, only some of which were the 

product of government policy. In general, Syria’s Sunni Arab community has become more 

conservative in recent years. Partly this is a regional trend, further disseminated through 

regional media such as satellite television. Yet the regime has also permitted the practice of 

conservative Sunni Islamic social groups, such as the Qubaisiyyah women’s organization, 

and allowed the return of conservative ulama to preach and set up schools, such as the 

Jamiyyah Zayd that was exiled under Hafez but is now the most popular Sunni religious trend 

in Damascus.
61

 The regime’s logic has seemingly been to allow a de-politicized form of 

personal Sunni Islamism to develop, providing it places no threat to the regime.
62

 Salwa 

Ismael has argued that this is, however, placing the traditional Sunni merchant-regime 

alliance under strain as a new merchant-sheikh relationship develops.
63

 Moreover, as with the 
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education system, promoting a social movement that emphasizes to Sunnis an 

uncompromising view about the superiority of their interpretation of Islam compared to 

others surely encourages sectarianism and undermines attempts to unify Syrian society. 

Similarly, the growth of Islamist groups can widen the gaps with the non-Sunni communities. 

One Christian in Aleppo stated, “People from Saudi Arabia are telling the simple Muslims in 

Syria to be more religious…it makes me sad and angry – they are changing my country.”
64

 

 

Satellite television may also have given Sunnis a sense of differentiation from other sects 

within Syria, but particularly the ruling Alawis. Viewing figures for religious programming is 

relatively low in the Arab world, although some channels such as the Saudi-owned Risalah, 

and particularly the anti-Shia rantings of Adnan al-Arur, have a following among some 

Sunnis.
65

 More significantly, Arab satellite television in general has been dominated in recent 

years by a certain discourse on Sunni identity led by Saudi Arabia. Saudi Arabia, whose 

businessmen own the vast majority of satellite television channels, with the notable exception 

of the Qatari-owned al-Jazeera, have used these channels to try to win over Arab opinion 

from its principle regional enemy, Iran.
66

 In the mid-2000s much of this involved 

emphasizing the differences between Sunni and Shia, with the Shia in Arab countries such as 

Lebanon and Iraq, portrayed as agents of Iran. At this time, Syria was encountering poor 

relations with Saudi Arabia and Saudi and its allies were keen to highlight that the Alawi sect 

that ruled Syria were also of Shia origin. The King of Jordan used the term ‘Shia crescent’ to 

describe Lebanon, Syria, Iraq and Iran highlighting this, fitna¸ or sectarian disturbances.
67

 

While it is difficult to asses the impact of such a discourse on Syrian Sunni opinion, 

ethnographic interviews suggest that this factor should not be discounted in increasing 

sectarian tensions. One interviewee said, “The fall of Iraq unleashed a lot of anger towards 

the Shia among Sunnis,” although he also remarked that, when Shia refugees fled into Syria 

from Lebanon during the 2006 Lebanon war, Sunnis welcomed them with open arms, 

irrespective of sect.
68

  

 

At a more banal level, there has been growth of Syrian television serials (musalsalat) 

glorifying the early days of Sunni Islam, which may also have helped add to a sense of Sunni 

separateness and superiority in certain levels of society. These serials can also alienate non-

Sunni Syrians. One Damascene Christian interviewed complained of the popularity of an 

historic series, Bab al-Hara, saying, “it is stuck in the past and is a bad influence as it makes 

everyone want to live in the past.”
69

 In contrast, the series was highly popular among Sunnis 

interviewed, with one directly opposing the previous view saying, “We can learn much form 

our past – these series help us to keep out traditions. They are good for influencing 

behavior.”
70

 Conversely, satellite television has also played a role in strengthening a Syrian 

national identity. A lot of interviewees of all sects said that they took national pride from the 

fact that Syrian-made drama serials were gaining such popularity in the wider Arab world. 

This kind of overt nationalism based on television was seen in 2003 when a Syrian reached 

the final of the Arab-wide talent contest ‘Superstar’, prompting widespread flag waving on 
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Syria’s streets.
71

 In terms of nationalist theory, this might seem to support the views of Brian 

barry who claimed that, “the sheer survival of the state over a long period of time tends to 

bring a sense of common nationality among those within its territory?”
72

 Indeed, this 

contradictory effect of satellite television on identity in Syria illustrates the duality facing 

Syrians prior to the 2011 uprising. They were told daily in the regime’s discourse and 

independently on satellite television that they were Syrian, but at the same time sectarian 

attachments were reinforced directly and indirectly by the regime and by wider transnational 

forces.  

 

In such circumstances it is not surprising that Syrians may begin to interpret their national 

identities different, shaped by class and sect rather than informed by a uniform national 

identity – which the Ba’ath regime never provided. The persistence of any sense of any kind 

of Syrian identity, however, seems to confirm that construction of an identity is possible, as 

Halliday suggests, while the differing interpretations along sectarian lines also can be seen to 

be a modern phenomenon, not ancient and unchanging. 

 

Sectarianism, the 2011-12 uprising and a choice of flags 

This paper does not propose that the contradictions of Ba’athist nation-building under Hafez 

and Bashar al-Assad were directly responsible for the outbreak of an uprising in 2011, but it 

does suggest that the vagaries of the discourse and the regime’s maintenance and 

encouragement of sectarian ties helped shape the character of the unrest once it had broken 

out. The reasons behind the uprising were a combination of long and short term social, 

economic and political factors, which have been dealt with in more depth elsewhere.
73

 

Importantly, this was not an uprising primarily about either sectarianism or differing concepts 

of national identity. That said, there was a clear economic cause to the unrest and given that 

certain ethnic groups were given greater privilege under Ba’athist rule, it is not surprising that 

frustration was most felt by one particular demographic: the poor Arab Sunnis. This 

demographic was by no means the only disadvantaged group in Bashar al-Assad’s Syria, with 

the Kurds suffering considerably. However, poorer Sunni Arabs experienced a drop off in 

their standards of living under Bashar’s rule when subsidies were cut and poor agricultural 

policies exacerbated the effect of a five year drought in the run up to 2011. In contrast, the 

Kurds had always experienced comparative poverty and mistreatment, meaning they had 

fewer immediate reasons for disgruntlement. Areas that had been more recently impoverished 

therefore tended to be those that rose in rebellion, and those areas tended to be mostly Arab 

Sunni.  

 

Not all Sunni Arab areas joined the rebellion. Indeed, mostly-Sunni Aleppo, was noticeably 

quiet and loyal for the first sixth months and even when demonstrations began, they were 

relatively modest. This reinforces the economic element to the uprising: the Sunni merchants 

and middle classes of Aleppo benefitted greatly from Bashar’s economic reforms, particularly 

increased trade with Turkey, and had fewer reasons to rebel than the poor Sunnis of Deraa, 

Homs, Jisr al-Shughour, Ideleb and other areas of unrest.
74

 Importantly, although most 

demonstrators were of a poor Sunni Arab background, there were many individuals from 
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different sects also involved, and it was by no means purely a working class uprising, with 

professionals heavily involved.
75

 Moreover, the early months of the crisis were marked by the 

protestors’ attempts to persuade all sectarian groups to join the opposition. Each Friday, 

which emerged as the major day of protest, was often named after Kurdish, Druze, Alawi or 

Christian historical figures to encourage those groups to join in. Common chants at this time 

such as, “All the Syrians are one!” saw the protestors emphasizing the un-sectarian nature of 

their protests. On the one hand, these chants reveal that sect was not the principle cause of the 

protests, yet also show that the protestors felt the need to emphasize their un-sectarian nature, 

hinting that sect did remain a prominent issue. This was reinforced by the fact that the regime 

itself countered the opposition by claiming that they had sectarian intensions, using 

‘sectarianism’ as a bogey man to cow loyalists and neutrals. This use of this weapon by the 

regime might explain why they kept sectarian identities alive during Ba’athist rule. 

 

From the beginning, mosques tended to be centres of opposition, and demonstrators profiled 

tended to be pious rather than overtly Islamists.
76

 However, a combination of factors appears 

to have shifted some protestors toward a more sect-defined form of opposition later on in the 

uprising, particularly in Homs and other scenes of major violence. Firstly, the level of 

violence meted out by the regime into rebellious, mostly Sunni Arab areas, pushed many in 

the opposition to take a more militant stance. Beginning with a major assault on the rebellious 

cities of Hamas and Dei res-Zur on the eve of Ramadan in August 2011, when the uprising 

was five months old, the regime showed itself willing to use ever more violence to crush the 

uprising. Activist accounts suggest that this willingness of the regime to kill large numbers on 

purpose, no longer able to dress up government snipers as ‘armed groups’ killing innocent 

civilians, pushed many to begin to identify those Syrians willing to kill them as ‘Alawi’ 

rather than Sunnis, who would not, they believed, fight with the regime.
77

 In the city of 

Homs, where regime violence was worst, this change in stance from the opposition saw an 

increase in sectarian conflicts in the city. Rival groups from Alawi and Sunni neighbourhoods 

began to target each other, kidnapping and killing civilians based on their ethnic group.
78

  A 

second reason for the shift towards a more sectarian approach to the uprising was the fact 

that, despite encouragement, non-Sunni ethnic groups proved reluctant to join in. This will be 

discussed further below but, while individual Alawis, Christians and Druze did join the 

protests, the majority remained loyal to the regime or quiet, prompting increased resentment 

from the Sunnis who saw themselves as dying without support from their fellow Syrians. 

This was marked by a shift to more sectarian slogans such as, “Sunni blood is one,” and the 

naming of Friday demonstration days after historical Sunni religious figures. For example, 

"’National Unity' Friday became ‘Khalid bin al Walid' [the early Muslim leader who 

conquered Syria in the 7th century] Friday.
79

 Armed militia began to name themselves after 

Muslim historical figures too. 

 

A final factor contributing to the shift of Sunnis towards a more sectarian approach to the 

unrest was the role of the Syrian diaspora. The uprising was initiated very much by Syrians 

on the ground, but much of its shape and narrative came from outside. The main opposition 

                                                        
75

 Harling and Birke, ‘Beyond the Fall of the Syrian Regime.’ 
76

 Rosen, ‘Islamism and the Syrian Uprising.’ 
77

 Interview with Malik al-Abdeh (editor of al-Barada TV), London, 10/2/12. 

78‘ 'Scores dead' in Syria after kidnappings’, Al-Jazeera 6/12/11 - 

http://www.aljazeera.com/news/middleeast/2011/12/201112616188773705.html (accessed 12/12/11) 
79

 Rosen, ‘Islamism and the Syrian Uprising.’; M. Chulov, ‘'They are pushing Syria into a religious war that 

they will certainly get', The Guardian, 16/2/12 - http://www.guardian.co.uk/world/2012/feb/16/syria-revolution-

religious-war (accessed 3/3/12). 

http://www.aljazeera.com/news/middleeast/2011/12/201112616188773705.html
http://www.guardian.co.uk/world/2012/feb/16/syria-revolution-religious-war
http://www.guardian.co.uk/world/2012/feb/16/syria-revolution-religious-war


C. Phillips, BRISMES, 2012                                    DRAFT WORKING PAPER – Not for citation 
 

17 
 

grouping in exile the Syrian National Council (SNC), for example, allowed itself to have a 

particularly Sunni Arab character. Although it included members of all of Syria’s different 

communities, it gave most prominent roles to Sunni Arabs, it allowed a disproportionately 

influential role to the Sunni Muslim Brotherhood, and it based itself initially in Sunni 

Turkey.
80

 In interviews, members of Syria’s minority groups suggested that these perceived 

Sunni dominance dissuaded them from joining the opposition as they saw it as a sign that 

post-Baathist Syria would mean Sunni domination.
81

 Interestingly the diaspora played a 

considerable role in the adoption by the rebels of the Istiqlal flag. The producer of an 

opposition television channel in London, for example, said how his network had run a 

concerted campaign for several weeks to encourage the reintroduction of the older flag as a 

symbol of the rebellion. He freely admitted that this was as much about promoting a return to 

the pre-Baath Sunni dominance, which, as he said, would be the result of any democratic 

system as Sunni Arabs made up the majority. He said, “The Sunnis feel that they’re the 

second class citizens. They feel that this state, this two-starred flag, doesn’t represent me. It 

doesn’t represent my aspirations. It’s alien.”
82

 Interestingly, many members of the active 

members of the Diaspora left Syria many years ago, many even before or soon after the 

Baathists took power. As such the Istiqlal flag is their flag: the one they or their parents and 

grandparents remember, before the subversion of the Baathist coup.
83

  

 

In contrast to the different types of non-violent and, increasingly violent, anti-regime protests 

that have taken place, the regime has also been able to mobilize pro-regime rallies in Syria’s 

major cities. The two star flag has been central to these rallies, with giant versions unveiled 

along key areas of Damascus (the Mezze autostrad) and Aleppo (around the citadel). As the 

opposition began to adopt the Istiqlal flag, the two star flag’s significance has increased. 

Middle class supporters of the regime would place the flag as their profile pictures on Face 

Book or Twitter as a way of showing their support for the regime. For some interviewed it 

seemed that the retention of the flag was less about an overt backing for Ba’athism and the 

regime, but more about not rejecting everything from the past 40 years as many in the 

opposition, led by the diaspora, hoped. Much of this appeared tied to a desire to protect 

Syria’s minority groups from Sunni domination, which the flag began to represent.
84

 The 

regime made much fo this fear by caricaturing the protestors as ‘Salfist’, and referencing to 

the 1970s/80s Muslim Brotherhood uprising, when the minorities and secular Sunnis had 

backed the regime.
85

 

 

While the pro-regime flag-waving rallies diminished in size as the unrest went on and the 

government response became increasingly violent, the failure of the opposition to gain 

support in some areas illustrates the regime’s continued support in certain areas and among 

some groups.  While large numbers of Sunnis have also not taken part openly in anti-

government demonstrations, particularly the middle classes and wealthier groups from 
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Damascus and Aleppo that have benefitted form Baathist rule, it is notable that most 

minorities have remained loyal. The coastal region where most Alawis live has been quieter 

than other parts of Syria, as has the Druze-dominated city of Suwaida and the Christian 

quarters of Aleppo and Damascus. Prior to the uprising, one young Druze highlighted the 

sense of intra-minority solidarity felt by some. He said, “the Muslims [Sunnis] look at us like 

we’re strange, so we stick together. We are very close.”
86

 It is difficult to tell how many of 

these groups genuinely support the regime and how many just fear the alternative. The 

regime has made much of the sectarian nature of the uprising, deliberately trying to scare 

minority communities into staying loyal. At times, Sunni demonstrators in Homs, and 

reportedly elsewhere as well, have shouted, “Alawites to the Coffin and Christians to Beirut,” 

and the regime has repeated this on state news and elsewhere.
87

 Similarly, the regime 

reportedly handed out sandbags to Alawite areas in preparation for an attack from Sunnis, 

even though there were none seemingly planned, again to encourage paranoia and loyalty 

from Syria’s Alawis.
88

 Even though many Alawis have benefitted from Ba’athist rule, many 

more have been largely unaffected, continuing to live a simple village life on the coast – 

perhaps with disproportionately high government investment. It is therefore questionable 

whether Alawis would automatically stay loyal to the regime and, given the fact the regime 

has felt the need to encourage sectarian paranoia, this would suggest they might question this. 

On the flip side, the regime has successfully recruited many thuggish elements from within 

the Alawi community to join its Shabiha (ghosts) militia that have acted as sectarian agents 

provocateurs in opposition demonstrations, suggesting genuine conviction from some 

Alawis.
89

 Ethnographic research suggests a mixed view from Alawis: while many reported 

that they “didn’t real feel any sense of Alawi nationalism,” many also commented of their 

blind loyalty to President Assad.
90

 One said, “Whatever the president says, we follow him. 

He is our captain.”
91

 

 

That Alawis, Christians and even Druze would be fearful of losing the perceived protection 

afforded to them by the minoritarian Ba’athist regime is perhaps understandable, but the 

comparative inactivity of the Kurds is less explainable. As discussed above, the Kurds were 

long excluded from the Ba’athist identity discourse, which discriminated against them as 

non-Arabs. Policies such as attempting to out populate Kurds in traditional Kurdish areas by 

encouraging Arabs to settle there, depriving hundreds of thousands of ‘bidoun’ Kurds of legal 

citizenship and years of underinvestment in the Kurdish region has given the Kurds many 

reasons to join the opposition against Assad’s regime.
92

 Indeed, many protests have taken 

place since 2011 in Kurdish regions, some actively in solidarity with other protestors in 

Deraa, Homs and so on. However, these protests have not regularly reached the level of those 

found in Homs and Deraa, and the Kurdish National Council, a united opposition group for 

the Kurds that came together for the first time in response to the unrest, has refused to join 

the SNC. The Kurdish stance is in many ways a balanced response to the other political 

actors in Syria. They have no love for the regime, and hence have sought to unite as one for 
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the first time in history to seek to take advantage of the unrest to maximize the advantage for 

the Kurdish regions.
93

 At the same time, they do not trust the main opposition groups in exile, 

the SNC, dominated as they are by two traditional enemies of the Kurds: Turkey and the 

Muslim Brotherhood. As the leader of the KNC stated in an interview, “If the new regime in 

Syria is Islamist, then we [the Kurds] will be surrounded by Islamists: Turkey, Syria, Iraq and 

Iran.”
94

 The KNC and Kurds in general therefore seem to be plotting a path that will 

maximize Kurdish interests: waiting for either the regime or the opposition to fully embrace 

their demands for regional autonomy in the new Syria.  

 

The Kurdish stance in many ways reflects the results of Ba’athist nation-building well. In an 

interview the chairman of the KNC emphasized Syria’s Kurds’ belief in their Syrian identity 

and their desire to remain in a federal Syria rather than break off into a separate Kurdistan.
95

 

He stated that he would happily embrace the new Istiqlal Syrian flag, because to him it 

represented democracy rather than Sunni domination. This Syrian identity has clearly 

developed in spite of Ba’athist attempts to exclude the Kurds from the discourse. At the same 

time, a strong sense of Kurdish identity has remained and developed, to the point of wanting 

regional autonomy, suggesting that the regime’s exclusion of the Kurds has entrenched their 

ethnic identity – another example of indirect state policies sustaining ethnic and sectarian 

identities. Indeed, this has been seen in Kurdish unrest where Kurds have waved the Kurdish 

flag as much if not more than the Istiqlal flag. However, as a system of rule, it has served the 

Ba’athists purpose: the Kurds feel so separate and distrustful of their Sunni countrymen that 

they won’t join them in opposing the very regime that is oppressing them. Ba’athist divide 

and rule tactics successfully keeping Syria’s groups apart, while inculcating a loose sense of 

Syrianism. As Dr Bashar said, “Of course I feel a strong sense of Syrian national identity, 

even more so since the revolution.” Yet his politics remained distinctly Kurdish, illustrating 

neatly how the Ba’athist experience both inculcated Syrian identity, yet encouraged sectarian 

identities meaning they would determine the interpretation of that identity.     

 

Conclusion: divided future?  

At the time of writing, it is uncertain how the Syria uprising will play out and some form of 

civil conflict looks increasingly likely. If such a conflict does take place, it will be interesting 

to see whether Syria fragments along sectarian lines. There is certainly the potential to do so. 

This study has demonstrated however, that any political emphasis on sect will not be due to 

the perennial nature of such ties, as argued by Geertz and Smith, but rather due to the 

successful maintenance and manipulation of these identities by the Ba’ath regime: a modern 

phenomenon in line with the theories of Fred Halliday. Yet, this paper has also shown that 

despite these constant manipulations, any such sectarian division is far from inevitable. While 

the regime has been vague on defining what Syrian identity means, creating an ambiguous 

identity discourse that is malleable around particular policies and attempts to legitimize 

minority rule, it has still largely succeeded in creating some sense of ‘Syrian-ness’. This, 

buoyed recently by satellite television has strengthened the idea of ‘being Syrian’, even if 

people may differ on interpretation of what that means according to sect. This is seen in the 

emergence of the two flags during the uprising. While both camps have a different vision of 

what Syria is about, and in some cases, which ethnic groups should dominate, both flags 

represent a desire to maintain ‘Syria’ as a united and cohesive state. Indeed, thus far in the 

uprising, even the long-repressed Kurds have officially repeated their desire to remain within 

a united Syrian state. As such, we might consider Ba’athist nation-building as a partial 
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success in spite of itself, given that a majority of people accept a state, if not the regime, that 

was essentially a colonial creation.  

 

However, that said, a word of warning comes from theorists such as Halliday. He warns that 

identities can shift as political, social and economic circumstances change – in contrast to 

Smith who sees them as more fixed. With this in mind, it is sadly perfectly plausible that a 

more militant form of sectarianism in Syrian could emerge if conditions on the ground 

deteriorate and a violent conflict breaks out. What’s more, given the regime’s determination 

over forty years to maintain and manipulate ethnic and sectarian identities alongside a very 

loosely defined Syrian nationalism, this remains a distinct possibility.        

 


