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ABSTRACT OF THE DISSERTATION 
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Disser ta t ion  Direc tor :  

Professor  Er ic  Davis  

!
 The  nar ra t ives  deployed by  the  pol i t ica l  e l i tes  and  the  

oppos i t ion  groups  in  Syr ia  and  Bahra in  has  undergone  a  process  of  

evolu t ion  s ince  the  onse t  of  the  Arab  Spr ing .  The  examinat ion  of  the  

cases  of  Syr ia  and  Bahra in  i s  usefu l  f rom a  methodologica l  

perspec t ive ,  s ince  i t  enables  us  to  de termining  the  nuances  tha t  come 

about  f rom the  manner  in  which  the  Arab  Spr ing  unfolded  in  the  

region .  This  d isser ta t ion  a t tempts  to  uni te  a  d iverse  range  of  e lements  

to  present  a  comprehens ive  analys is  of  the  na ture  of  revolu t ionary  

consc iousness ,  the  na ture  of  Arab  t ransnat ional  co l lec t ive  ac t ion  

movements  in  an  era  of  g lobal iza t ion ,  and  the  mechanisms governing  

the  evolu t ions  of  pro tes t  rhe tor ic .  This  d isser ta t ion  draws a t ten t ion  to  

the  par t icu lar  ways  in  which  language  and rhe tor ic  a re  used  on  both  

s ides  of  the  s t ruggle  and  the  ways  in  which  rhe tor ic  changes  in  

response  to  the  expecta t ion  of  an  in terna t ional  audience .                   
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Chapter One 

!
Introduct ion 

This  d isser ta t ion  seeks  to  f ind  out  the  manner  in  which  the  

nar ra t ives  involved  in  the  contex t  of  the  Syr ian  and  Bahra in i  upr i s ings  

come to  bear  on  the  pol i t ica l  ou tcomes  genera ted  by  the  pro tes t s  

deployed  by  the  oppos i t ion  groups  in  those  two count r ies .  This  

chapter  begins  by  out l in ing  the  main  research  ques t ions  tha t  wi l l  

gu ide  the  d isser ta t ion  as  wel l  as  the  h is tor ica l  and  pol i t ica l  

background tha t  gave  r i se  to  the  pro tes t s  tha t  a re  cur ren t ly  tak ing  

p lace  in  Syr ia  and  Bahra in .  There  wi l l  a l so  be  a  d i scuss ion  of  the  

main  conceptua l  f ramework  of  th i s  d i sser ta t ion ,  paying  a t ten t ion  to  

the  d i ffe rences  be tween the  nar ra t ive ,  d i scurs ive  and  rhe tor ic  e lements  

tha t  s tem f rom the  examinat ion  of  the  pro tes t  movements  in  both  

count r ies .  There  wi l l  a l so  be  an  ana lys is  of  the  d i ffe ren t  theore t ica l  

perspec t ives  to  be  inc luded  in  the  d isser ta t ion ,  inc luding  the  

compara t ive  approaches  to  the  theory  of  democra t iza t ion  and  

d iscurs ive  ins t i tu t iona l i sm.   

There  wi l l  a l so  be  an  explora t ion  of  the  methodologica l  

approach  to  be  under taken ,  ou t l in ing  the  impor tance  of  process  t rac ing  

method in  order  to  f ind  out  the  causa l  mechanisms involved  in  the  

deployment  of  the  nar ra t ive  tha t  i s  f raming  the  in te rna l  conf l ic t  in  

!
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Syr ia  and  Bahra in .  There  i s  a l so  an  out l ine  of  the  sources  to  be  used  

as  wel l  as  a  chapter  ou t l in ing ,  conta in ing  informat ion  on  each  sec t ion  

of  the  d isser ta t ion .  

!
Research quest ions   

 The main  ques t ion  of  the  d isser ta t ion  i s :  How has  the  nar ra t ive  

of  the  Arab  Spr ing  developed  and  changed  s ince  2011 on  the  par t  o f  

bo th  pol i t ica l  e l i tes  and  oppos i t ion  in  Syr ia  and  Bahra in?  The  

d isser ta t ion  to  be  under taken  out  wi l l  be  guided  by  four  sub-

ques t ions :   

1 )  To  what  ex ten t  was  the  Arab  Spr ing  in  Syr ia  and  Bahra in  

caused  by  ear l ie r  upr i s ings  in  Tunis ia ,  Egypt ,  L ibya ,  and  

Yemen?   

2)  In  what  ways  can  the  d i ffe rences  be tween the  two upr i s ings  

fac i l i t a te  an  unders tanding  of  the  poten t ia l  deve lopment  of  the  

processes  of  po l i t i ca l  t ransformat ion  tha t  i s  cur ren t ly  tak ing  

p lace  in  the  Middle  Eas t?   

3 )  In  an  e ra  in  which  soc ia l  media  has  become impor tan t  too l  for  

soc ia l  and  pol i t i ca l  change ,  what  can  these  upr i s ings  teach  us  

about  how democra t ic ,  an t i -au thor i ta r ian  rhe tor ic  has  spread ,  

and  wi l l  cont inue  spread ,  wi th in  the  Arab  wor ld?   

4 )  In  what  ways  can  the  d iscurs ive  e lements  of  the  upr i s ings  in  

Syr ia  and  Bahra in  he lp  us  to  unders tand  how the  f raming  of  the  

conf l ic t  has  been  posed  as  a  sec ta r ian  conf lagra t ion  on  the  par t  

!
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of  the  pol i t i ca l  e l i tes ,  and  the  democracy  or  soc ia l  jus t ice  based  

d imens ion  propagated  by  the  pro tes tors?   

!
Background  

 The ser ies  of  insurgencies  tha t  have  s ince  become known as  the  

Arab  Spr ing  began  wi th  one  momentous  ac t  o f  despa i r :  the  se l f -

immola t ion  of  Tunis ian  f ru i t  vendor  Mohammad Bouaziz i  in  December  

2010.  This  event  insp i red  upr i s ings  in  Tunis ia  and  ne ighbor ing  

count r ies ,  a l l  o f  them pro tes t ing  the  same human r ights  

t ransgress ions :  unemployment ,  squa l id  hea l th  care  and  l iv ing  

condi t ions ,  a  lack  of  oppor tuni t ies  for  youth ,  and  s t r ic t  au thor i ta r ian  

sys tems tha t  s t i f led  the  voice  of  the  masses .  The  movements  owe the i r  

momentum to  the  resentment  of  margina l ized  youth .  This  fee l ing  of  

margina l iza t ion  was  en t renched  by  the  lack  of  economic  oppor tuni t ies  

and  the  h igh  leve l  of  repress ion  exerc ised  by  the  au thor i ta r ian  s ty le  of  

reg imes  in  the  Middle  Eas t .   Even  though a  growing  number  were  ab le  

to  a t ta in  h igher  educa t ion ,  employment  oppor tuni t ies  were  scarce  for  

anyone  o ther  than  a  se lec t  few.  Bouaziz i ’s  su ic ide  in  Tunis ia  would  

se t  o ff  a  cha in  of  events  tha t  cu lmina ted  in  the  ous t ing  of  Pres ident  

Zine  El  Abid ine  Ben Al i  two months  la te r.  The  upr i s ing  in  Egypt ,  

which  began  on  January  25 ,  2011,  cu lmina ted  in  the  res igna t ion  of  

Pres ident  Hosni  Mubarak .  When h is  successor,  Mohamed Murs i ,  fa i led  

!
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to  enac t  the  changes  imagined  by  pro tes tors ,  Egypt ian  demonst ra t ions  

began  anew.  Perhaps  insp i red  by  these  and  o ther  h i s tor ic  pushes  for  

democracy,  Bahra in  organized  i t s  own pro tes t  on  February  14 ,  2011,  

which  was  dubbed  the  “Day of  Rage .”   

The  Arab  Spr ing  has  achieved  a  var ie ty  of  resu l t s  in  o ther  

na t ions  tha t  wanted  to  see  pol i t i ca l  and  economic  t ransformat ion .  I t  i s  

impor tan t  to  h ighl ight  tha t  many of  these  movements  began  to  emerge  

as  a  resu l t  o f  economic  gr ievances .  However,  they  soon evolved  in to  

an t i -government  pro tes t s  tha t  a imed to  ins ta l l  democrac ies .  Whi le  

Egypt ,  Tunis ia ,  and  Libya  have  succeeded  in  depos ing  the i r  

au thor i ta r ian  s ty le  reg imes ,  the  new regimes  have  not  become 

consol ida ted  democrac ies .  Syr ia ’s  upr i s ing  i l lumina ted  an  equal ly  

tenuous  l ine  be tween uni f ied  revolu t ion  and  sec ta r ian  conf l ic t .  

Bahra in’s  revolu t ion  appears  to  have  subs ided .  

!
Conceptual  Framework 

 To e luc ida te  the  main  aspec ts  re la ted  to  the  upr i s ings  tha t  have  

taken  p lace  in  Syr ia  and  Bahra in ,  i t  i s  impor tan t  to  c la r i fy  some 

re levant  conceptua l  and  def in i t iona l  s tances .  One  of  the  most  sa l ien t  

fac tors  involved  in  the  ana lys i s  of  the  subjec t  mat te r  of  these  

inves t iga t ions  per ta ins  to  the  d i ffe rences  tha t  a r i se  be tween the  

nar ra t ive ,  rhe tor ic  and  d iscurs ive  aspec ts  of  the  popular  upr i s ings  tha t  

!
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have  taken  p lace  in  Syr ia  and  Bahra in .  A nar ra t ive  i s  a  way of  

descr ib ing  a  ser ies  of  events ,  which  may e i ther  be  imaginary  or  rea l .  

The  use  of  nar ra t ive  denotes  the  presenta t ion  of  a  sequence  of  words  

or  images  wi th  the  purpose  of  pro jec t ing  meaning  upon a  par t icu lar  

audience .  The  nar ra t ive  aspec ts  re la tes  to  the  s ta te  of  a ffa i r s  tha t  has  

unfo lded  in  Syr ia  and  Bahra in  a re  l inked  to  the  ac tua l  repor t ing  of  the  

events  th rough the  use  of  the  wr i t ten  or  verba l  or  audiovisua l  medium 

(Hauser,  1999:  84) .   

The  use  of  rhe tor ic  i s  meant  to  persuade  a  spec i f ic  audience  of  a  

par t icu lar  s ta te  of  a ffa i r s .  The  rhe tor ica l  aspec ts  of  the  upr i s ings  in  

Syr ia  and  Bahra in  a re  l inked  to  the  objec t ives  a t tached  to  the  

nar ra t ives  tha t  in form the  upr i s ings  (Hauser,  1998:  86) .  Discourse  

represents  the  manner  in  which  the  d i ffe ren t  s ta tements  and  s igns  a re  

deployed  dur ing  conversa t ion  or  in  the  use  of  the  wr i t ten  word .  The  

d iscurs ive  face t  of  the  pol i t i ca l  cha l lenges  fac ing  those  two count r ies  

per ta ins  to  the  d ia lec t ica l  in te rcourse  tha t  comes  about  as  a  resu l t  o f  

the  way in  which  the  main  pro tagonis t s  of  the  upr i s ings  communica te  

the i r  ob jec t ives  to  the  publ ic  and  the  manner  in  which  these  a re  

reca l ibra ted  as  a  resu l t  o f  th i s  in te rac t ion  wi th  the  audience  (Hauser,  

1999:  88) .  I t  could  be  pos i ted  tha t  in  the  Arab  cu l tura l  mindse t  the  

l ines  be tween the  nar ra t ive  and  rhe tor ica l  aspec ts  of  a  par t icu lar  

!
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pol i t ica l  p rocess  tends  to  be  somewhat  obfusca ted .    This  i s  because  1

the  pol i t ica l  p rocess  in  the  Arab  wor ld  has  t rad i t iona l ly  been  d i rec ted  

f rom the  top-down;  a  s i tua t ion  tha t  a l lows  l i t t l e  room for  the  

d iscernment  be tween the  ep isodic  and  te leo logica l  aspec ts  of  the  

pol i t i ca l  p rocess  on  the  par t  o f  the  publ ic  (Loader  and  Mercea ,  2011:  

759) .  In  th i s  contex t ,  the  “episodic”  aspec t  of  the  pol i t ica l  p rocess  

re la tes  to  the  unders tanding  of  the  one-off  events  tha t  in form the  

nar ra t ive  sphere .  The  “ te leo logica l”  aspec t  of  the  pol i t ica l  p rocess  

concerns  the  spec i f ic  demands  for  change  tha t  in forms the  nar ra t ive  

and  rhe tor ica l  sphere .   

 These  a re  re levant  cons idera t ions  for  the  purposes  of  ana lyz ing  

the  manner  in  which  the  concept  of  revolu t ionary  nar ra t ive  i s  

employed  by  the  pol i t ica l  e l i tes  and  the  oppos i t ion  forces  in  Syr ia  and  

Bahra in .  The  use  of  nar ra t ive  can  be  d iv ided  in to  revolu t ionary  and  

non-revolu t ionary.  A revolu t ionary  nar ra t ive  i s  one  tha t  uses  words  

and  images  in  order  to  overhaul  the  order  of  th ings .  A non-

revolu t ionary  nar ra t ive  uses  words  and  images  for  the  purposes  of  

keeping  the  order  of  th ings .  In  addi t ion ,  i t  i s  impor tan t  to  h ighl ight  

tha t  sec ta r ian ism is  an  impor tan t  fac tor  re la ted  to  the  way in  which  

!

!  It should be noted that the term “Arab cultural mindset” (االذھھھهنیية االثقافیية االعربیية) denotes a generalization that 1

is useful in order to kickstart the debate on the narrative, rhetorical and discursive aspects of the Arab 
Spring and its implications for the uprisings that are taking place in Syria and Bahrain. This generalizable 
term has to be understood within the context of the great cultural, ethnic and religious diversity that exists 
in the “Arab world”.
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both  s ides  deploy  the i r  nar ra t ive ,  rhe tor ic  and  d iscurs ive  ins t ruments .    2

The  former  would  tend  to  assoc ia te  revolu t ionary  nar ra t ive  to  the  use  

of  language  tha t  would  lead  to  the  d is rupt ion  of  the  pol i t i ca l  s ta tus  

quo .  I t  should  be  noted  tha t  language  has  been  t rad i t iona l ly  used  by  

the  ru l ing  e l i te  in  order  to  f rame the  pol i t ica l  d i scourse  in  a  manner  

conducive  to  the  en t renchment  of  the i r  hegemonic  pos i t ion .  As  i t  

t ranspi res  f rom a  c lose  examinat ion  of  the  works  of  Antonio  Gramsci ,  

the  use  of  language  can  have  an  impor tan t  hegemonic  component  tha t  

may resu l t  in  the  in te rpre ta t ion  of  revolu t ionary  ac t iv i ty  f rom e i ther  a  

nega t ive  or  a  pos i t ive  s tance  through h is tor ica l  change  (Gramsci ,  

1971)  

The  oppos i t ion  force  would  be  more  inc l ined  to  look  a t  the  

revolu t ionary  nar ra t ive  in  the  contex t  of  the  u t i l i za t ion  of  language  in  

order  to  c rea te  the  bas i s  for  the  pol i t i c iza t ion  of  soc ie ty.  This  may be  

done  for  the  purposes  of  es tab l i sh ing  a  new leve l  of  awareness  among 

the  c i t izenry,  conducive  to  reg is te r ing  the  d issa t i s fac t ion  tha t  a r i se  

f rom the  in jus t ices  tha t  may take  p lace  in  soc ie ty.  The  main  source  of  

change  in  pol i t ica l  awareness  has  been  the  emergence  of  new forms of  

d i scourse  as  a  resu l t  o f  the  events  of  the  Arab  Spr ing .  At  the  same 

t ime,  i t  i s  impor tan t  to  remark  tha t  the  conceptua l  and  def in i t iona l  

!

!  Sectarianism, which will be discussed at length in chapter five, can be defined as the enhancement of 2

religious identity as a tool geared towards the achievement of specific political, social and/or economic 
aims. 
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impl ica t ions  of  the  not ion  of  the  soc ia l  media  re la te  to  the  way in  

which  ins t ruments  such  as  YouTube ,  Facebook and  Twi t te r  a re  used  in  

order  to  augment  the  f low of  in format ion  be tween the  members  of  the  

publ ic  in  the  Arab  wor ld .  

 The  subjec t  of  my inqui ry  i s  the  deve loping  revolu t ionary  

nar ra t ive  of  the  Arab  Spr ing ,  as  expressed  in  Syr ia  and  Bahra in :  i t s  

o r ig ins ,  deve lopment ,  and  effec ts .  In  order  to  measure  the  process  of  

po l i t i ca l  change  tha t  took  p lace  as  a  resu l t  o f  the  Arab  Spr ing ,  I  wi l l  

examine  the  evolu t ion  of  po l i t ica l  d i scourse  through the  ana lys is  of  

the  deployment  of  nar ra t ive  too ls  in  out le t s  such  as  YouTube ,  

Facebook and  Twi t te r.  I  expec t  to  f ind  tha t  p ro tes tors  consc ious ly  

employed  a  nar ra t ive  of  soc ia l  p ro tes t  tha t  draws  on  previous  pro tes t  

movements  f rom var ious  loca les  and  t ime per iods—apar the id  South  

Afr ica ,  the  Amer ican  Civ i l  Rights  movement ,  democra t ic  t rans i t ions  

a f te r  the  f rac tur ing  of  the  Sovie t  Union—with  the  expl ic i t  goa l  of  

appea l ing  to  an  in te rna t iona l  audience  through onl ine  media .  I  be l ieve  

such  a  t ransna t iona l ,  co l labora t ive  nar ra t ive  of  pro tes t  wi l l  be  the  

s tandard  d iscourse  used  in  a t tempted  democra t iza t ion  movements  in  

the  fu ture .  I  do  not  ye t  know how sec tar ian  conf l ic t ,  i f  i t  i s  ex is ted ,  

in f luenced  pro tes tors ’ nar ra t ives ,  bu t  the  mechanism was  l ike ly  

!
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s imi la r  in  Syr ia  and  Bahra in .    A nar ra t ive  i s  the  objec t ive  3

in te rpre ta t ion  appl ied  to  an  event  by  in te res ted  ac tors ,  def in ing  events  

wi th in  a  h i s tor ica l  perspec t ive  tha t  emphas izes  some soc ia l  forces  

more  than  o thers  and  usua l ly  impl ies  a  va lue  judgment .    4

Unders tanding  the  changing  nar ra t ive  of  the  upr i s ings  i s  o f  s ign i f ican t  

impor tance  because  i t  expla ins  the  outcomes  tha t  resu l t  f rom the  

ac tua l iza t ion  of  the  in te res t s  of  the  pro tes tors  and  the  government ,  

respec t ive ly.    The  source  of  these  in te res t s  l i es  in  the  acce lera t ion  of  5

pol i t i ca l  change  brought  forward  by  the  Arab  Spr ing .  I t  may grant  

some ins ight  in to  the  mechanisms tha t  l ead  to  popular  upr i s ings ,  

espec ia l ly  in  the  context  of  the  21s t  century  Arab  wor ld ,  which  i s  

!

!  The term “sectarian conflict”, as it relates to the uprising in Syria and Bahrain, is a very 3

complex one. In the former case, it  relates to divisions between Alawites and Sunnis and 
Arab and Kurds. In addition to this, Syria hosts a great number of Christians. In the case 
of Bahrain, the main dividing line is the Shi'ite-Sunni cleavage.

!  The definition of a narrative differs from the concept of rhetoric. It could be argued that 4

rhetoric implies a higher form of narrative, geared towards achieving a particular 
political outcome. From the standpoint of the uprisings derived from the Arab Spring, the 
relevant differentiation to be made between narrative and rhetorical elements relates, in 
the case of the former, to the manner in which the both the Syrian and Bahraini 
governments and the people involved in the demands for social justice, outline their 
respective arguments. In this context, rhetorical elements are applied by both the Syrian 
and Bahraini governments and the populace, in order to actualize the maintenance of the 
status quo and/or to bring about a wider level of political transformation.

!  It is important to add that the concepts of narrative and rhetoric differ in a significant 5

manner in the way that they are effectuated in the Arab world. It could be stated that 
these two discursive elements are applied in a different manner in Western locales. This 
is an aspect of particular importance in the case of the narrative aspects of the struggle, 
as it allows the publics of the Arab world to put forward their demands for social justice 
in a vehement manner. At the same time, the use of narrative techniques allows the 
political elites to defend their putative political legitimacy. In addition to this, it  is 
important to note that the rise of the social media has brought forth the enhancement of 
the revolutionary consciousness in the Arab world, as measured by the flow of 
information circulating in outlets such as Facebook, Twitter and YouTube.
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usual ly  not  the  subjec t  of  soc ia l  movement  s tud ies .  In  addi t ion ,  i t  may 

a l so  provide  some ins ights  in to  what  an  I s lamic  democracy  might  look  

l ike .  

!
Contr ibut ions  

 The examinat ion  of  the  cases  of  Syr ia  and  Bahra in  i s  usefu l  

f rom a  methodologica l  perspec t ive ,  s ince  i t  enables  us  to  de te rmining  

the  nuances  tha t  come about  f rom the  manner  in  which  the  Arab  

Spr ing  unfo lded  in  the  reg ion .  To  begin  wi th ,  the  ana lys i s  of  these  two 

cases  wi l l  fac i l i t a te  the  unders tanding  of  the  reasons  why the  a l -Asad  

and  the  Al  Khal i fa  reg imes  have  remained  in  power  despi te  of  the  

soc ia l  unres t  tha t  has  emerged  in  Syr ia  and  Bahra in .  At  the  same t ime,  

the  ana lys is  of  these  two cases  wi l l  a l so  enables  us  to  inves t iga te  the  

ro le  of  sec ta r ian ism in  the  events  tha t  have  taken  p lace  in  the  contex t  

of  Arab  Spr ing ,  and  the i r  in f luence  in  these  two cases .  

 The  d isser ta t ion  cons is t s  of  an  assemblage  of  ques t ions  and  

i ssues  tha t  wi l l  requi re  fur ther  ana lys is .  This  can  a l so  be  a t t r ibu ted  to  

the  open-ended  na ture  of  the  s t ruggle  thus  fa r.  Because  the  upr i s ings  

in  Syr ia  espec ia l ly  a re  fa r  f rom over,  i t  i s  un l ike ly  tha t  any  def in i t ive  

conclus ions  wi l l  be  made .  However,  I  be l ieve  the  ana lys is  I  p rovide  

wi l l  de l iver  a  un ique  and  necessary  lens  through which  the  conf l ic t  

can  be  v iewed.  I  chose  Syr ia  and  Bahra in  par t ia l ly  because  of  the  

!
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s imi la r i t i es  and  the  d i ffe rences  in  the  revolu t ions  tha t  occur red  in  my 

two cases ,  and  the  poin t  of  depar ture  be ing  why o ther  na t ions’ 

res i s tance  movements  were  ab le  to  achieve  a  pre l iminary  se t  o f  goa ls  

jus t  as  qu ick ly.  Examine  the  two count r ies ’ h i s tor ies  of  nonsec tar ian /

sec ta r ian  nar ra t ives  and  p laces  of  in te res t  in  the  perspec t ive  of  

in te rna t iona l  powers  wi l l  a l so  prove  a  product ive  background for  the  

s tudy  of  the i r  evolv ing  revolu t ionary  rhe tor ic .  

 This  d isser ta t ion  a t tempts  to  uni te  a  d iverse  range  of  e lements  

to  present  a  comprehens ive  ana lys is  of  the  na ture  of  revolu t ionary  

consc iousness ,  the  na ture  of  Arab  t ransna t iona l  co l lec t ive  ac t ion  

movements  in  an  e ra  of  g loba l iza t ion ,  and  the  mechanisms govern ing  

the  evolu t ions  of  pro tes t  rhe tor ic .  This  d isser ta t ion  wi l l  a l so  draw 

a t ten t ion  to  the  par t icu lar  ways  in  which  language  and  rhe tor ic  a re  

used  on  both  s ides  of  the  s t ruggle  and  the  ways  in  which  rhe tor ic  

changes  in  response  to  the  expec ta t ion  of  an  in te rna t iona l  audience .  In  

addi t ion  ,  th i s  work  wi l l  ou t l ine  the  manner  in  which  nar ra t ive  

e lements  have  enabled  the  populace  to  put  forward  the i r  demands  in  a  

manner  tha t  would  br ing  about  a  change  of  the  pol i t ica l  sys tem.  

 Moreover,  th i s  s tudy  wi l l  a l so  show how the  pol i t i ca l  e l i t es  of  

count r ies  undergoing  a  process  of  po l i t ica l  t ransformat ion  use  

nar ra t ive  d iscourse  in  order  to  en t rench  the i r  l eg i t imacy.  I t  wi l l  loca te  

the  ways  in  which  re l ig ious  and  c lass  d i ffe rences  d ic ta te  the  

!
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parameters  of  a  soc ia l  s t ruggle .  I t  wi l l  h ighl ight  the  ways  in  which  

au thor i ta r ian  reg imes  learn  and  adapt  to  insurgents  and  the  responses  

tha t  pro tes tors  themselves  adopt  in  response  under  the  watchfu l  eye  of  

in te rna t iona l  media .  F ina l ly,  th i s  wi l l  work  wi l l  a t tempt  to  appra ise  

the  ro le  of  the  mi l i ta ry  as  wel l  as  the  re l ig ious  au thor i t ies  in  the  

context  of  the  process  of  t ransformat ion  going  on  in  Syr ia  and  Bahra in  

in  an  in tegra ted  and  cohes ive  manner.  By connect ing  these  e lements  

and  de termining  how they  inf luence  each  o ther,  I  wi l l  p resent  a  

d iagnos is  of  the  cur ren t  conf l ic t  in  the  two na t ions  and  propose  

predic t ions  for  ways  in  which  ins ights  in to  these  conf l ic t s  may 

genera l ize  to  o ther  Arab  upr i s ings  or  c ross -cu l tura l ly.  

!
Theoret ica l  frameworks  

Pol i t ica l  Process  Theory  

 A usefu l  model  when ana lyz ing  the  dynamics  of  a  soc ia l  

movement  as  f lu id  and  complex  as  the  Arab  Spr ing  i s  the  pol i t ica l  

p rocess  theory,  o f  which  Douglas  McAdam is  a  prominent  suppor te r.  

Accord ing  to  McAdam’s  concept ion ,  there  a re  th ree  fundamenta l  

components  tha t ,  when combined ,  lead  to  an  awakening  of  sor t s  and  a  

subsequent  mobi l iza t ion  of  resources  and  personnel  for  the  purposes  

of  a  un i f ied  a im.   

!
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The f i r s t ,  insurgent  consc iousness ,  occurs  when par t icu lar  

members  of  a  soc ie ty,  in  th i s  case  the  margina l ized  masses  in  Nor th  

Afr ican  and  Middle  Eas te rn  s ta tes ,  express  gr ievances  towards  a  

po l i t i ca l  sys tem they  be l ieve  to  be  unjus t .  When th is  group dec ides  

tha t  i t s  bas ic  c iv i l  l iber t ies  a re  be ing  inf r inged  upon and  tha t  demands  

a re  warran ted ,  the  members  of  the  group wi l l  o rganize .  In  order  for  

the  group to  be  e ffec t ive  and  focused ,  i t  mus t  ensure  tha t  i t  possesses  

e ff ic ien t  leadersh ip  and  resources .  This  wi l l  d ic ta te  i t s  o rganiza t iona l  

s t rength ,  i t s  second component .  Of ten  the  s t rength  of  a  po l i t i ca l  

movement  wi l l  be  enhanced  by  the  recru i tment  of  l ike-minded  

indiv idua ls .  In  o ther  occas ions ,  a  pre-ex is t ing  organiza t ion  wi l l  send  

suppor t  wi th  resources  or  personnel .  Once  i t  i s  de te rmined  tha t  the  

ex is t ing  soc ia l  o rder  i s  vu lnerable  to  d issent ,  the  members  of  the  

movement  uni te  and  a t tempt  to  enac t  a  soc ia l  change  through praxis .  

This  oppor tuni ty  can  a r i se  due  to  severa l  poss ib le  reasons ,  among 

them a  d ivers i ty  of  po l i t ica l  l eadersh ip  or  par t ies ,  sec ta r ian  conf l ic t ,  

o r  any  o ther  d iv is ions  among the  e l i te  c lass .   

These  three  fac tors  cont r ibu te  to  what  McAdam deems a  

movement ’s  cogni t ive  l ibera t ion ,  the  moment  when i t s  members  

rea l ize  the  poten t ia l  and  i t s  ab i l i ty  to  take  advantage  of  a  po l i t i ca l  

oppor tuni ty  (McAdam,  1999) .  I t  has  been  argued  tha t  cont ingency  

p lays  a  b ig  ro le  in  de te rmining  the  c r i t i ca l  junc ture  a t  which  pol i t ica l  

!
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t ransformat ion  takes  p lace .  At  some poin t  the  populace  wi l l  no t  

to le ra te  any  more  abuse  of  power  on  the  par t  o f  the  pol i t ica l  

l eadersh ip  and  wi l l  s tep  forward  in  order  to  demand.  The  scholar ly  

l i t e ra ture  on  the  subjec t  advances  the  not ion  tha t  the  emergence  of  

“cr i t ica l  junc ture”  en ta i l s  the  appearance  of  a  t ipp ing  poin t ,  which  

compels  the  popula t ion  to  mobi l ize  for  the  purposes  of  exer t ing  

pol i t ica l  change .  (Capoccia  and  Keleman,  2007:  341) .  

In  the  case  of  Syr ia ,  th i s  s ta te  of  a ffa i r s  came about  as  a  resu l t  

o f  the  re fusa l  of  the  a l -Asad  reg ime to  gran t  fur ther  po l i t i ca l  r igh ts  to  

the  oppos i t ion .  Most  impor tan t ly,  the  inc ident  per ta in ing  to  the  

murder  of  Hamza Al i  a l -Khateeb ,  a  young boy  who was  k i l led  whi le  

under  the  cus tody  of  the  Syr ian  government  in  May 2011.  The  

in te rna t iona l  communi ty  a l so  re f lec ted  the  c r i t ica l  na ture  of  th i s  

ep isode ,  as  seen  f rom a  s ta tement  i ssued  by  Hi l la ry  Cl in ton ,  the  U.S .  

Secre ta ry  of  S ta te :  

!
“I  can  only  hope  tha t  th i s  ch i ld  d id  not  d ie  in  va in  but  tha t  the  
Syr ian  government  wi l l  end  the  bru ta l i ty  and  begin  a  t rans i t ion  
to  rea l  democracy…I th ink  what  tha t  symbol izes  for  many 
Syr ians  i s  the  to ta l  co l lapse  of  any  effor t  by  the  Syr ian  
g o v e r n m e n t ' s  t o  w o r k  w i t h  a n d  l i s t e n  t o  t h e i r  o w n 
people”  (Cl in ton ,  2011) .    6

!
 In  the  case  of  Bahra in ,  the  t ipp ing  poin t  or ig ina ted  in  the  

!

!  Dawn, Clinton, citing Syrian boy, sees 'total collapse’  June 1, 2011 - www.dawn.com/news/633325/6

clinton-citing-syrian-boy-sees-total-collapse - Accessed on January 11, 2016
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re fusa l  of  the  Al  Khal i fa  reg ime to  gran t  addi t iona l  r igh ts  to  the  

Shi ’ i te  popula t ion .  This  t ipp ing  poin t  was  e loquent ly  mani fes ted  in  

the  “Day of  Rage” ,  in  February  2011,  when thousands  of  people  took  

to  the  s t ree ts  in  order  to  c la im for  acce lera t ing  of  po l i t i ca l  

par t ic ipa tory.  In  the  case  of  Syr ia ,  the  in te rna t iona l  communi ty  a l so  

re f lec ted  the  c r i t i ca l  na ture  of  th i s  ep isode .  This  i s  demonst ra ted  by  

the  repor t  compi led  by  the  European  Par l iament :  

!
“As Bahra in ' s  ex is t ing  s ta te  ins t i tu t ions  do  not  adequate ly  
represent  a l l  Bahra in i  c i t izens ,  the  ins t i tu t ions  a re  cur ren t ly  in  a  
deadlock  s i tua t ion  and  appear  incapac i ta ted  to  s teer  the  count ry  
out  of  the  pol i t i ca l  c r i s i s  and  to  bui ld  a  sus ta inable  sys tem of  
governance  for  the  count ry”  (European  Par l iament ,  2011:  4) .     7

!!
I t  i s  impor tan t  to  note  tha t  the  onse t  of  th i s  t ipp ing  poin ts  were  

brought  for th  by  the  events  tha t  had  taken  p lace  in  Egypt  in  the  

context  of  the  Arab  Spr ing .  

Loca t ing  the  pol i t ica l  oppor tuni ty  present  in  Syr ia  and  Bahra in  

respec t ive ly  wi l l  be  c ruc ia l  to  de te rmining  how pol i t ica l  p rocess  

theory  can  be  used  to  e luc ida te  the  mechanics  of  the  Arab  Spr ing  and  

how i t  i s  un ique  to  our  par t icu lar  h i s tor ica l  e ra .  Throughout  the  

Middle  Eas t ,  the  oppor tuni t ies  ava i lab le  d id  not  prec ip i ta te  a  po l i t i ca l  

upr i s ing  in  a  way predic ted  by  the  pol i t ica l  p rocess  theory.  For  

!

!  European Parliament - Down to the wire in Bahrain: Last chance for real political 7

reform, December 2011-  www.europarl.europa.eu/RegData/etudes/briefing_note/join/
2012/491449/EXPO-AFET_SP(2012)491449_EN.pdf - Accessed on January 6, 2016



�16

example ,  there  was  no  weakening  in  the  mi l i ta ry  or  a  change  in  

leadersh ip  to  provoke  an t igovernment  fac t ions  to  uni te  and  explo i t  

tha t  weakness .  Ins tead ,  the  too ls  for  mobi l iza t ion  were  used  by  those  

e lements  tha t  were  comple te ly  outs ide  pol i t ica l ly  adminis t ra t ive  

boundar ies ,  mos t ly  young people  on  soc ia l  media  p la t forms  such  as  

Twi t te r  and  Facebook (Golds tone ,  2001:  139) .   

These  ind iv idua ls  mobi l ized  la rge ly  through onl ine  technology 

such  as  Twi t te r,  exchanging  opin ion  and  shar ing  informat ion  and  

images  not  meant  to  be  seen ,  such  as  v ideos  depic t ing  mi l i ta ry  forces  

engaging  in  human r ights  t ransgress ions .  Onl ine  technology a l so  

a l lowed demonst ra tors  in  d i ffe ren t  count r ies  to  wi tness  each  o ther ’s  

ac t ions ,  g iv ing  r i se  to  a  common ra l ly ing  cry :  “Ash-shab  yur id  i sqa t  

an-n izam,”  or  “The  people  want  the  downfa l l  o f  the  reg ime,”  a  s logan  

tha t  was  seen  f i r s t  in  Tunis ia ,  fo l lowed quickly  by  Egypt ,  Bahra in ,  

L ibya ,  Yemen,  and  Syr ia .   

Bahra in i  ind iv idua ls  mobi l ized  la rge ly  the  co l lec t ive  dr ive  

towards  democracy.  Indeed ,  the  Al  Khal i fa  reg ime has  made  a  gradual  

a t tempt  to  in t roduce  e lements  of  democra t iza t ion ,  as  seen  in  the  

es tab l i shment  of  cons t i tu t iona l  a r rangements  tha t  have  led  to  the  

c rea t ion  of  a  par l iamentary  sys tem.  In  addi t ion ,  the  Bahra in i  

government  has  not  been  ab le  to  prevent  the  emergence  of  a  c iv i l  

!
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soc ie ty,  whose  main  a im i s  to  expand the  pol i t i ca l  and  soc ia l  r igh ts  

g iven  to  the  Shi ' i t e  popula t ion .  Thus ,  the  2011 upr i s ing  was  not  

par t icu lar ly  new.  Bahra in  has  gradual ly  adopted  more  democra t ic  

e lements  in  i t s  sys tem of  government .  The  in tens i ty  of  popular  suppor t  

behind  the  new wave  of  pro tes t s ,  however,  fa r  exceeded  tha t  of  pas t  

movements .  Syr ia ,  on  the  o ther  hand ,  has  had  a  much less  poten t  

h i s tory  of  po l i t i ca l  p ro tes t .  The  coming to  power  of  Bashar  a l -Asad  in  

2000 provided  the  reg ime wi th  a  grea t  oppor tuni ty  to  in t roduce  

pol i t ica l  re forms.  However,  the  in i t ia l  a t tempts  to  democra t ize  the  

pol i t i ca l  sys tem were  reversed  by  the  reg ime;  an  aspec t  tha t  

cont r ibu ted  to  the  advent  of  soc ia l  unres t  in  2011.  The  a l -Asad  reg ime 

has  cons is ten t ly  denied  the  Syr ian  people  a  wider  leve l  of  

democra t iza t ion .  

There  a re ,  as  we  can  see ,  some d i ffe rences  be tween the  two 

cases ;  which  makes  th i s  compara t ive  s tudy  va luable  in  te rms  of  the  

methodology used  in  order  to  appra ise  the  impl ica t ions  of  the  Arab  

Spr ing  .  Yet  the  Arab  Spr ing  upr i s ings  swept  th rough both  count r ies  

us ing  many of  the  same s t ra teg ies  and  s logans .  Thus ,  the  revolu t ions  

of  the  Arab  Spr ing  wi th  the i r  par t icu lar  charac te r  and  unprecedented  

mass  par t ic ipa t ion  became poss ib le  through consc ious  re - f raming of  

s t ra teg ic  oppor tuni t ies ,  bu t  they  took  remarkably  d i ffe ren t  shapes  as  

they  unfo lded ,  y ie ld ing  s imi la r  d iverg ing  resu l t s .  The  tempora l ly  and  

!
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geographica l ly  c lose  movements  offe r  a  va luable  tes t ing  ground for  

the  appl ica t ion  of  the  pol i t ica l  p rocess  approach ,  and  can  be  perhaps  

be t te r  unders tood  through the  lens  of  a  complex  d i ffus ion  of  

oppor tuni t ies .   

McAdam makes  an  as tu te  observa t ion  tha t  p rovides  a  foundat ion  

for  ana lys i s  of  the  Arab  Spr ing:  should  the  numerous  pro tes t s  be  

cons idered  a  s ingle  movement  or  should  they  be  cons idered  offshoots  

d i s t inc t  f rom the i r  p redecessor?  How did  the  format ion ,  progress ,  and  

outcome of  ear l ie r  pro tes t s  shape  the  format ion ,  progress ,  and  

outcome of  la te r  pro tes t s?  McAdam wri tes :  “My own suspic ion  i s  tha t  

sp in-off  movements  owe less  to  expanding  pol i t i ca l  oppor tuni t ies  than  

to  complex  d i ffus ion  processes  by  which  the  idea t iona l ,  t ac t ica l ,  and  

organiza t iona l  lessons  of  the  ear ly  r i ses  a re  made  ava i lab le  to  

subsequent  cha l lengers .  But  on ly  through sys temat ic  empir ica l  work  

wi l l  be  ab le  tes t  th i s  impress ionis t ic  hunch”  (McAdam,  1999:  105) .  

Unl ike  many case  s tud ies  tha t  have  served  as  tes t ing  grounds  for  

po l i t i ca l  p rocess  theory,  the  Arab  Spr ing  compr ises  a  se r ies  of  

var ia t ions  of  s imi la r  conf l ic t s  occur r ing  in  v i r tua l ly  the  same tempora l  

p lane .  

These  var ia t ions  a re  a l l  concerned  wi th  re - f raming weaknesses /

oppor tuni t ies  wi th in  the  pol i t i ca l  o rder  for  the  populace  as  a  whole ,  as  

!
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opposed  to  a  very  se lec t  g roup  of  an t igovernment  en t i t i es .  As  much as  

these  var ia t ions  share  a  common scope  and  purpose ,  they  a l so  fea ture  

impor tan t  d i ffe rences  (McAdam,  Tar row,  and  Ti l ly,  2004:  89) .  For  

example ,  the  incumbent  leader  of  Syr ia  a t tempted  to  re t ra in  the  

pro tes t s  us ing  rhe tor ic  to  rear t icu la te  i t  as  sec ta r ian  i ssues  and  us ing  

fears  of  minor i t ies  in  the  popula t ion  of  a  dangerous  ex t remis t  

government  tha t  would  rep lace  the  incumbent  reg ime.  In  the  case  of  

Syr ia ,  the  government  engaged  in  the  ac t ive  repress ion  of  the  

oppos i t ion  groups  tha t  demanded change ,  us ing  v io lence  as  a  method 

to  s t i f le  d i ssent .  

I t  should  be  noted  tha t  the  Syr ian  s i tua t ion  cons t i tu tes  a  spec ia l  

case  in  the  context  of  the  events  tha t  took  p lace  as  a  resu l t  o f  the  

onse t  of  the  Arab  Spr ing .  The  spec ia l  na ture  of  the  case  i s  based  on  

the  fac t  tha t  the  a l -Asad  reg ime has  been  ab le  to  en joy  the  suppor t  o f  

powerfu l  ac tors  in  the  in te rna t iona l  s tage ,  such  as  I ran  and  Russ ia .  

Accord ingly,  the  a l -Asad  reg ime has  been  ab le  to  remain  in  power  

aga ins t  a l l  odds .  As  Tar row (1998)  wr i tes ,  these  “cul tura l  f rames”  can  

themselves  become objec ts  of  content ion  as  warr ing  s ides  a t tempt  to  

cont ro l  the  nar ra t ive  of  the  pro tes t .    In  addi t ion ,  there  a re  re la t iona l  8

impl ica t ions  regard ing  the  deployment  of  content ious  pol i t ics  tha t  a re  

!

!  Cultural frames is meant the different socio-cultural values that inform the way in 8

which the process of political transformation.
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usefu l  in  order  to  de te rmine  the  way tha t  pro tes t  movements  evolve  

over  t ime (McAdam,  Tar row,  and  Ti l ly,  2004:  107) .  

Pol i t i ca l  p rocess  theory  i s  in t imate ly  l inked  to  soc ia l  movements  

theory.  The  s tudy  of  soc ia l  movements  purpor t s  to  ascer ta in  the  

reasons  why col lec t ive  mobi l iza t ion  takes  p lace ,  the  manner  in  which  

i t  comes  about  as  wel l  as  the  cu l tura l ,  po l i t ica l  and  soc ia l  

impl ica t ions  of  th i s  phenomenon.  In  i t s  o r ig ina l  concept ion ,  soc ia l  

movements  theory  h ighl ighted  the  impor tance  of  th i s  theore t ica l  

approach  in  the  context  of  the  ca thar t ic  impl ica t ions  of  the  process  of  

co l lec t ive  mobi l iza t ion  (Ti l ly,  2007:  78) .  

This  theore t ica l  approach  pos i t s  tha t  co l lec t ive  mobi l iza t ion  

comes  about  as  a  resu l t  o f  the  sense  of  inequal i ty  fe l t  by  a  par t icu lar  

soc ia l  g roup  towards  another  in  te rms  of  the  exc lus ionary  amount  of  

po l i t i ca l  and/or  economic  power  he ld  by  the  la t te r  (Ti l ly,  2007:  82) .  

This  perspec t ive  pos tu la tes  tha t  cos t /benef i t  ca lcu la t ions  a re  used  by  

indiv idua ls  in  order  to  gauge  whether  jo in ing  the  spec t rum of  soc ia l  

p ro tes t  maximizes  the i r  in te res t  (Del la  Por ta  and  Rei te r  in  Del la  Por ta  

and  Rei te r  (eds . )  1998:  66) .  The  mobi l iza t ion  of  soc ia l  forces  tends  to  

occur,  accord ing  to  th i s  theore t ica l  d imens ion ,  in  c i rcumstances  tha t  

a re  propi t ious  in  order  to  advance  a  par t icu lar  cause  (Del la  Por ta  and  

Rei te r  in  Del la  Por ta  and  Rei te r  (eds . )  1998:  66) .  The  leve l  of  

!
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pol i t ica l  oppor tuni ty  increases  in  equal  propor t ion  to  the  concess ions  

gran ted  to  the  soc ia l  g roup .  In  addi t ion  to  th i s ,  oppor tuni t ies  may 

increase  when the  d isenf ranchised  soc ia l  g roup i s  a l lowed to  

par t ic ipa te  in  the  dec is ion-making  process  or  because  of  the  

ins tab i l i ty  of  the  pol i t ica l  force  tha t  had  previous ly  oppose  the  cause  

embraced  by  the  aggr ieved  out f i t  (Tar row,  1998:  20) .  

!
Democrat i za t ion  Theory  

Democra t iza t ion  theory  i s  another  impor tan t  perspec t ive  tha t  

needs  to  be  incorpora ted  in to  the  d iscuss ion .  Democra t iza t ion  theory  

dea ls  wi th  the  manner  in  which  count r ies  ru led  by  au thor i ta r ian  

reg imes  make  the i r  g radual  t rans i t ion  to  a  more  democra t ic  sys tem of  

government .  I t  i s  impor tan t  to  remark  tha t  democra t iza t ion  has  e ffec ts  

on  whether  count r ies  choose  to  adopt  a  be l l icose  a t t i tude  towards  

o ther  count r ies  (Ti l ly,  2007:  110) .  I t  has  been  s ta ted  tha t  count r ies  

tha t  embrace  the  process  of  democra t iza t ion  a re  less  prone  to  engage  

in  warfare  aga ins t  i t s  ne ighbors  or  aga ins t  i t s  own popula t ion  (Ti l ly,  

2007:  115) .   Never the less ,  some count r ies  undergoing  the  process  of  

democra t iza t ion  do  tend  to  exper ience  some form of  in te rna l  v io lence .  

This  can  be  seen  in  the  manner  in  which  the  reg imes  in  Syr ia  and  

Bahra in  have  dea l t  wi th  the  push  for  a  more  a  respons ive  type  of  

government  genera ted  by  the  Arab  Spr ing .  When pressed  for  po l i t i ca l  
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re form,  the  reg ime in  Syr ia  chose  to  confront  the  demonst ra tors  

th rough the  use  of  force .  

In  addi t ion ,  Democra t iza t ion  i s  a ffec ted  by  causa l  fac tors  tha t  

incorpora te  soc ia l ,  po l i t ica l  and  economic  perspec t ives .  For  example ,  

i t  has  been  argued  tha t  the  leve l  of  economic  development  a t ta ined  by  

a  par t icu lar  count ry  has  a  t remendous  inf luence  on  i t s  chances  of  

becoming a  democracy  (Ti l ly,  2007:  56) .  Fur thermore ,  the  o lder  the  

h is tory  of  democra t ic  ru le  of  a  par t icu lar  na t ion ,  the  grea te r  the  

chances  of  ins t i tu t iona l iz ing  a  sys tem of  government  based  on  the  

par t ic ipa t ion  of  the  masses  on  the  pol i t ica l  p rocess  (Welze l ,  2013:  

36) .  In  o ther  words ,  th i s  means  tha t  count r ies  tha t  have  a  pr ior  h i s tory  

of  democra t iza t ion  tend  to  have  a  much la rger  measure  of  success  in  

br inging  about  a  democra t ic  sys tem of  government .  This  can  be  seen  

in  the  manner  in  which  the  case  of  Bahra in  d i ffe rs  f rom the  s i tua t ion  

tha t  has  unfo lded  in  Syr ia  s ince  the  en t renchment  of  a l -Asad  reg ime.  

 I t  i s  wor th  ment ioning  tha t  democra t iza t ion  theory  a l so  

h ighl ights  the  impor tance  of  the  ex is tence  of  a  c iv i l  soc ie ty  in  order  

to  consol ida te  the  t rans i t ion  towards  democra t ic  ru le  (Dahl ,  1972:  61) .  

Civ i l  soc ie ty  i s  a  concept  tha t  descr ibes  the  manner  in  which  the  

c i t izenry  mobi l izes  in  order  to  es tab l i sh  non-governmenta l  

o rganiza t ions  and  ins t i tu t ions  capable  of  ac tua l iz ing  the  needs  and  
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in te res t s  of  the  c i t izenry  (Tocquevi l le ,  2003:  40) .   

The  presence  of  non-governmenta l  organiza t ions  and  a  h igh  

degree  of  po l i t i ca l  and  soc ia l  ac t iv i sm is  an  impor tan t  precursor  to  

democra t ic  ru le .  Indeed ,  the  ex is tence  of  a  c iv i l  soc ie ty  ind ica tes  tha t  

the  h ie rarch ica l  on to logy  of  the  s ta te  has  been  eroded  to  the  poin t  tha t  

the  mechanisms of  power  shar ing  tha t  a re  necessary  for  the  

deve lopment  of  a  democra t ic  sys tem of  government  (Dahl ,  1972:  69) .  

!
Comparat ive-His tor ica l  Model  

 The  compara t ive-h is tor ica l  model  i s  an  impor tan t  e lement  of  

democra t iza t ion  theory.  One  of  the  most  sa l ien t  aspec ts  of  the  model  

of  democra t iza t ion  i s  the  way in  which  the  process  of  t rans i t ion  to  a  

more  respons ive  type  of  government  var ies  accord ing  to  the  h is tor ica l  

c i rcumstances  tha t  in form the  evolu t ion  towards  a  democra t ic  sys tem 

of  government  (Levi t sky  and  Way,  2010:  56) .  In  th i s  contex t ,  i t  i s  

impor tan t  to  underscore  the  fac t  tha t  the  waves  of  democra t iza t ion  

tha t  took  p lace  in  d i ffe ren t  par t s  of  the  wor ld  genera ted  d i ffe ren t  

vers ions  of  democracy.   For  example ,  the  f i r s t  two waves  of  

democra t iza t ion  tha t  took  p lace  in  Europe  produced  sys tem of  

government  tha t  were  rooted  in  the  democra t ic  t rad i t ion  (Levi t sky  and  

Way,  2010:  59) .   
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This  i s  because  f i r s t -wave  democra t iz ing  count r ies  such  as  

Germany and  I ta ly  had  a  pr ior  exper ience  of  democra t ic  ru le .  In  

addi t ion ,  second-wave  democra t iz ing  na t ions  such  as  Greece ,  Por tuga l  

and  Spain  consol ida ted  a  democra t ic  sys tem of  government  due  to  the  

inf luence  of  the  European  Economic  Communi ty  on  the  development  

of  the i r  po l i t i ca l  se t -up  (Mahoney in  Mahoney and  Rueschemeyer  

(eds . ) ,  2003:  112) .   Fur thermore ,  the  end  of  the  Cold  War  produced  a  

number  of  impor tan t  changes  in  regards  to  the  inf luence  of  ex t remis t  

ideologies  on  the  pol i t ica l  sys tems of  the  count r ies  behind  the  I ron  

Cur ta in  (Ki t sche l t ,  1993) .  This  gave  r i se  to  the  democra t iza t ion  of  

count r ies  such  as  Poland ,  Czechos lovakia  and  Hungary.  I t  i s  

nonethe less  impor tan t  to  under l ine  tha t  these  count r ies  a l so  had  a  

pr ior  t rad i t ion  of  democra t ic  ru le  (Mahoney in  Mahoney and  

Rueschemeyer  (eds . ) ,  2003:  115) .  

From th is  s tandpoin t ,  i t  i s  re levant  to  h ighl igh t  tha t  the  pol i t i ca l  

evolu t ion  of  the  Syr ian  and  Bahra in i  reg ime have  a r i sen  as  a  resu l t  o f  

the  h is tor ica l  c i rcumstances  of  the  phenomenon known as  the  Arab  

Spr ing .  In  th i s  contex t ,  i t  i s  poss ib le  to  de tec t  s ign i f ican t  d i ffe rences  

in  the  way tha t  bo th  reg imes  reac ted  to  the  changes  in  the  s ta tus  quo .  

Whi le  the  a l -Asad  reg ime refused  to  incorpora te  the  oppos i t ion  forces  

in to  the  sys tem of  government ,  the  Bahra in i  government  took  the  

oppor tuni ty  to  c rea te  the  bas i s  for  a  more  democra t ized  pol i t ica l  
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envi ronment .   

The  not ion  of  p lura l i sm a t tached  to  some of  the  def in i t ions  of  

democracy  are  not  ind ica t ive  of  the  way in  which  count r ies  move  

towards  a  more  par t ic ipa tory  sys tem of  government  (Gunther,  Montero  

and  Bote l la ,  2004:  46) .  In  the  context  of  the  upr i s ings  tha t  have  taken  

p lace  in  Syr ia  and  Bahra in  i s  tha t  there  i s  a  range  of  concess ions  tha t  

i s  unfo ld ing  be tween in  the  context  of  the  pol i t ica l  in te rac t ion  

be tween the  oppos i t ion  groups  and  the  govern ing  e l i te .  In  the  former  

case ,  the  reg ime led  by  Bashar  a l -Asad  re fused  to  take  in to  

cons idera t ion  the  demands  made  by  the  oppos i t ion  groups ,  which  led  

to  the  recrudescence  of  the  in te rnec ine  conf l ic t  t ak ing  p lace  in  tha t  

count ry.  In  the  case  of  Bahra in ,  i t  i s  wor th  ment ioning  tha t  there  has  

been  a  gradual  and  cons is ten t  a t tempt  a t  in t roducing  e lements  of  

democra t iza t ion  in  the  pol i t i ca l  sys tem.  

The  examinat ion  of  these  approaches  to  the  theory  of  

democra t iza t ion  i s  of  paramount  impor tance  in  order  to  unders tand  the  

pol i t ica l  evolu t ion  of  the  Syr ian  and  Bahra in i  reg imes .  To  be  sure ,  the  

s tudy  to  be  under taken  par r ies  the  push  and  pul l  tha t  i s  t ak ing  p lace  

be tween the  pol i t ica l  e l i tes  and  the  oppos i t ion  forces  in  the  process  

tha t  i s  unfo ld ing  in  Syr ia  and  Bahra in  regard ing  the  re form of  the  

sys tem of  government .  
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The al-Asad regime has engaged in the systematic suppression of all 

forms of opposition. Contrary, the Al Khalifa regime has engaged in 

negotiations with the opposition groups. It would appear that in political 

systems that have a longer history of concession granting by the governing 

elite are much more adept at accommodating the demands of opposition 

groups at times of crisis (Linz and Stepan, 1996: 61). 

!
Discurs ive  ins t i tu t ional i sm 

The theory  of  d i scurs ive  ins t i tu t iona l i sm poses  the  impor tance  

of  subs tan t ive  ideas  in  the  f ramework  of  po l i t i ca l  ac t ion  tha t  takes  

p laces  in  a  par t icu lar  count ry  (Schmidt ,  2011:  34) .  This  a l so  involves  

a  wide  a r ray  of  rhe tor ica l  e lements  tha t  may be  inf luenc ing  the  

pol i t ica l  sys tem a t  any  g iven  t ime;  espec ia l ly  through the  in te rac t ion  

of  the  d i ffe ren t  e lements  coexis t ing  in  a  par t icu lar  po l i ty  (Schmidt ,  

2010:  45) .  

 The  communica t iona l  and  de l ibera t ive  aspec ts  of  the  d iscurs ive  

process  a re  a l so  fac tors  tha t  ought  to  be  reckoned wi th  in  order  to  

fu l ly  appra ise  the  way in  which  pol i t ica l  t ransformat ion  may be  taken  

p lace  (Schmidt  in  F ischer  and  Fores te r  (eds . ) ,  2011:  50) .  The  nar ra t ive  

envi ronment  a ffec t ing  the  process  of  po l i t ica l  t ransformat ion  wi l l  be  

respons ib le  for  de te rmining  which  par ty  preva i l s  in  the  push  and  pul l  

be tween the  pol i t ica l  e l i te  and  the  oppos i t ion  forces  in  the  ques t  for  
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revamping  the  order  of  th ings  (Schmidt  in  F ischer  and  Fores te r  (eds . ) ,  

2011:  54) .  This  s i tua t ion  can  be  seen  in  e loquent  te rms  in  the  cases  of  

Syr ia  and  Bahra in ,  where  the  nar ra t ives  of  the  Arab  Spr ing ,  based  on  

the  demands  for  a  sys tem of  government  tha t  wi l l  be  respons ive  to  the  

demands  of  the  people .  This  theore t ica l  approach ,  which  has  been  

confec ted  by  Schmidt ,  cons t i tu tes  a  re la t ive ly  novel  approach  to  the  

s tudy  of  the  subjec t  mat te r.  In  th i s  contex t ,  i t  i s  wor th  ment ioning  tha t  

th i s  ana ly t ica l  f ramework  wi l l  no t  be  used  in  an  ex tens ive  manner  

throughout  the  work .  

I t  i s  wor th  adding  Discurs ive  Ins t i tu t iona l i sm i s  ind ica t ive  of  a  

d ia lec t ica l  re la t ionship  be tween the  publ ic  and  the  ru l ing  e l i te .  This  i s  

an  aspec t  tha t  re la tes  to  the  idea  of  d i scourse  as  an  ins t rument  tha t  

p rovides  re levant  soc ia l  ac tors  wi th  the  oppor tuni ty  to  por t ray  the i r  

ideas  (Schmidt  in  F ischer  and  Fores te r  (eds . ) ,  2011:  58) .  In  addi t ion ,  

there  appears  to  be  two ways  in  which  d iscurs ive  ins t i tu t iona l i sm is  

conf igured .  To  begin  wi th ,  d i scourse  i s  shaped  by  the  ac tors  involved  

in  the  coord ina t ion  of  po l icy  as  wel l  as  in  the  process  of  conveying  i t  

to  the  publ ic .  

From th is  s tandpoin t ,  i t  i s  poss ib le  to  a rgue  tha t  d i scurs ive  

ins t i tu t iona l i sm does  not  cons t i tu te  a  l inear  process  (Schmidt  in  

F ischer  and  Fores te r  (eds . ) ,  2011:  60) .  However,  i t  i s  impor tan t  to  
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poin t  ou t  tha t  there  a lways  seems to  be  a  tens ion  be tween the  s ta te  

forces  and  the  oppos i t ion  tha t  makes  l inear i ty  a  problem.  Discurs ive  

ins t i tu t iona l i sm represents  a  d ia lec t ica l  form of  a t ta in ing  pol i t ica l  

l eg i t imacy,  involv ing  members  of  the  govern ing  e l i te  as  wel l  as  the  

members  of  the  c i t izenry.  

!
Methodology:  Process  Tracing  Method 

 The  d isser ta t ion  wi l l  ana lyze  the  way in  which  process  t rac ing  

fac i l i t a tes  the  explora t ion  of  the  nar ra t ives  tha t  a re  d ic ta t ing  the  

outcome of  the  upr i s ings  in  Syr ia  and  Bahra in .  Process  t rac ing  has  

been  def ined  as  a  wi th in-case  ana ly t ica l  too l  tha t  i s  used  in  order  to  

make  deduct ions  about  causa l  mechanisms and  in te rvening  var iab les  

( such  as  events ,  va lues  and  processes)  in  soc ia l  p rocesses .    Hence ,  the  9

process  t rac ing  method ident i f ies  the  way in  which  a  cause  produces  

an  e ffec t  in  per iods  of  soc ia l  t ransformat ion  (Beach  and  Pedersen ,  

2013:  105) .   

I t  i s  wor th  not ing  tha t  process  t rac ing  method i s  a  l inear  

method.  Ins tead ,  i t  enables  researchers  to  t race  compl ica ted  and  

d ivergent  nar ra t ives  such  as  the  ones  tha t  re la te  to  the  process  of  

!

!  In the context of this work, this entails the examination of the different narrative and 9

rhetorical elements employed in the discourse deployed by the political elites in Syria 
and Bahrain and those used by the populace in order to bring about a wider level of 
political transformation. 
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pol i t ica l  t ransformat ion  tha t  i s  unfo ld ing  in  Syr ia  and  Bahra in  through 

mechanisms such  as  Casual  Process  Observa t ion  (CPO) .  This  wi l l  

a l low for  an  e ffec t ive  t rac ing  of  the  d i ffe ren t  causa l  mechanisms 

involved  in  the  nar ra t ive  too ls  used  by  the  pol i t ica l  e l i te  and  the  

oppos i t ion  groups   (Beck ,  2010:  499) .  This  wi l l  be  done  by  ident i fy ing  

the  causa l  mechanisms tha t  led  to  the  in i t ia l  ou tbreak  of  the  pro tes t s  

in  Syr ia  and  Bahra in  and  the  evolu t ion  of  the i r  d i scourse  as  the  Arab  

Spr ing  unfo lded  in  the  reg ion  (Beach  and  Pedersen ,  2013:  107) .  

The  d isser ta t ion  wi l l  use  the  process  t rac ing  method by  looking  

a t  the  causa l  mechanism brought  to  bear  in  the  pro tes t s  tha t  took  p lace  

in  Syr ia  and  Bahra in  by  the  d i ffus ion  of  the  events  tha t  took  p lace  in  

the  context  of  the  Arab  Spr ing .  In  addi t ion ,  the  process  t rac ing  method 

examines  the  causa l  mechanism tha t  s tems f rom the  spread  of  an t i -

au thor i ta r ian  opin ion  in  the  Middle  Eas t  as  a  resu l t  o f  the  Arab  Spr ing  

as  wel l  as  the  causa l  mechanism tha t  a r i ses  f rom the  way in  which  the  

nar ra t ive ,  rhe tor ic  and  d iscurs ive  e lements  a re  f ramed by  the  pol i t ica l  

e l i te  and  the  oppos i t ion  groups .  

I t  i s  impor tan t  to  poin t  ou t  tha t  the  problems assoc ia ted  wi th  the  

l inear  approach  tha t  i s  par t  and  parce l  of  the  process  t rac ing  method 

can  be  overcome by  incorpora t ing  the  d i ffe ren t  perspec t ives  in to  the  

nar ra t ives  to  be  ident i f ied  dur ing  the  CPO process .   This  method wi l l  
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work by  exerc is ing  a  cons tan t  moni tor ing  of  the  nar ra t ive  used  in  the  

context  of  the  conf l ic t  tha t  i s  t ak ing  p lace  in  Syr ia  and  Bahra in ,  for  

the  purposes  of  de te rmining  the  causa l i ty  be tween nar ra t ive  and  

ep isodic  phenomena .  

I t  i s  wor th  ment ioning  tha t  process  t rac ing  dedica tes  i t se l f  to  

the  d iscovery  of  causa l  mechanisms,  which  should  be  por tab le  

concepts .  Por tab i l i ty,  in  th i s  case ,  i s  def ined  as  the  ab i l i ty  to  ident i fy  

re la t ionships  be tween condi t ions  and  outcomes  tha t  can  a l so  be  

appl ied  to  o ther  contexts  (Mahoney,  2000:  507) .   Af te r  these  var iab les  

a re  ident i f ied ,  there  a re  a t  l eas t  two d i ff icu l t  ques t ions  to  answer  

a t tempt ing  to  conduct  a  s tudy:  when the  nar ra t ive  should  begin ,  o r  the  

or ig ina l  c r i t i ca l  junc ture  tha t  se t  a  pa th-dependent  process  in  p lace  

and  when i t  should  end  (Col l ie r  and  Col l ie r,  1991:  100) .  In  th i s  case ,  

the  c r i t ica l  junc ture  appears  to  be  Bouzaz i ’s  se l f  immola t ion  and  the  

t ide  of  pro tes t  tha t  ensued .  This  was  a  seemingly  ins igni f icant  event  

tha t  had  the  unforeseeable  e ffec t  of  se t t ing  upr i s ings  in  mot ion  across  

the  Arab  wor ld .  The  in te rac t ions  of  the  or ig ina l  cont ingent  event  must  

be  s tud ied  in  l igh t  of  the  soc ia l  envi ronment  wi th in  count r ies  because  

t iming  i s  impor tan t  here ,  as  wel l :  why d id  Egypt  e rupt  in to  mass  

co l lec t ive  ac t ion  before  Bahra in  and  Syr ia?  There  a re  severa l  

var iab les  one  can  i so la te  when cons t ruc t ing  a  comprehens ive  

compar ison  be tween cases .  For  ins tance ,  geopol i t ica l  i s sues  and  
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concerns  regard ing  the  soc io-economic  aspec ts  of  the  Arab  Spr ing  as  

they  unfo lded  in  Syr ia  and  Bahra in  a re  among the  d i ffe ren t  i s sues  to  

be  assessed  in  order  to  shed  l igh t  on  the  outcome tha t  unfo lded  as  a  

resu l t  o f  the  deve lopment  of  cer ta in  nar ra t ives  on  the  par t  o f  the  

pro tes tors  and  the  government  respec t ive ly.  

 I t  i s  impor tan t  to  underscore  the  fac t  tha t  Syr ia  and  Bahra in  

both  saw the  explo i ta t ion  of  a  sec ta r ian  nar ra t ive  by  the  incumbent  

reg imes  to  vary ing  degrees  of  success .  Both  upr i s ings  occurred  

s l igh t ly  la te r  wi th in  the  in i t ia l  Arab  Spr ing  chronology and  would  

therefore  l ike ly  demonst ra te  some evidence  of  adapta t ion .  The  v iew of  

the  Arab  Spr ing  as  a  t ransna t iona l  phenomenon,  employing  a  common 

rhe tor ic  and  f rames ,  o r  “schemata  of  in te rpre ta t ion” ,  should  be  more  

v is ib le  by  t rac ing  the  nar ra t ives  tha t  a re  informing  the  upr i s ings  in  

Syr ia  and  Bahra in  (Goffman,  1974:  109) .  Focus ing  on  the  dec is ion  

making  of  par t icu lar  ac tors  i s  impor tan t  because  i t  i s  l ike ly  tha t  

behavior  a t  the  micro- leve l  de te rmined  the  d isseminat ing  e ffec ts  on  

rhe tor ic .  Examples  of  behavior  a t  micro- leve l  inc ludes  the  ind iv idua l  

use  of  soc ia l  media  and/or  sudden  ac ts  of  d i sobedience ,  such  as  the  

one  seen  in  Tunis ia  wi th  the  se l f - immola t ion  of  Mohammed Bouaziz i .   

At  the  same t ime,  key  pro tes t  l eaders  p layed  an  ins t rumenta l  

ro le  in  consc ious ly  adapt ing  the  s logans  of  o ther  movements  in  order  
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to  accompl ish  spec i f ic  po l i t ica l  purposes .  The  focus  on  the  micro-

leve l  a l so  accounts  for  how di ffe rences  in  cause  and  context  can  

c rea te  d i ffe rences  in  outcomes .  In  the  rea lm of  spontaneous  and  

improvised  conf l ic t s  such  as  the  Arab  Spr ing ,  when the  e ffec t iveness  

of  a  res i s tance  e ffor t  depends  la rge ly  on  the  e ffec t iveness  of  

communica t ion ,  behavior  becomes  one  of  the  most  c ruc ia l  e lements  

for  s tudy  (Aissa ,  2012:  31) .   

The  research  to  be  under taken  wi l l  d raw on  the  too ls  of  content  

and  d iscourse  ana lys is  (as  seen  in  the  por t raya l  of  s logans  and  

imagery)  in  order  to  t race  the  development  of  in te rpre ta t ive  f rames  

and  the i r  changes  as  pro tes tors  and  government  forces  in te rac t  and  

engage  in  feedback  loops .  Herrera  and  Braumoel le r  a re  r igh t  to  poin t  

ou t  tha t ,  “ the  ana lys i s  of  subjec t iv i ty  and  media t ion  i s  one  of  the  

pr imary  goa ls  of  d i scourse  ana lys i s ,  and  i s  embodied  in  the  a t ten t ion  

to  context”  (Herrera  and  Braumoel le r,  2004:  16) .  A context -s i tua ted  

approach  to  the  s tudy  of  the  Arab  Spr ing  phenomenon,  as  mani fes ted  

in  Syr ia  and  Bahra in  wi l l  be  used  in  order  to  assess  the  development  

of  a  revolu t ionary  nar ra t ive  tha t  bor rowed reper to i res  of  ac t ion  and  

s logans  f rom the  Tunis ian  and  Egypt ian  upr i s ings .   

!
Sources  

In  regards  to  the  sources  to  be  used ,  i t  i s  impor tan t  to  under l ine  
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tha t  there  wi l l  be  an  equal  amount  of  sources  f rom a l l  the  par t ies  tha t  

have  been  tak ing  p lace  in  the  Syr ian  and  Bahra in i  upr i s ings .  For  

example ,  use  wi l l  be  made  of  the  weekly  off ic ia l  s ta tements  tha t  

re leased  by  the  Syr ian  and  Bahra in i  reg imes .  In  addi t ion ,  ex tens ive  

use  wi l l  be  made  of  the  l i t e ra ture  produced  by  the  most  e ffec t ive  

oppos i t ion  groups  in  Syr ia  and  Bahra in  such  as  the  Syr ian  Coal i t ion  

and  a l -Wifaq ,  respec t ive ly.  The  ex tens ive  use  of  th i s  type  of  l i t e ra ture  

inc ludes  the  ana lys is  of  a r t ic les  f rom Arabic  language  newspapers  

such  as  a l -Hayat  and  Asharq  a l -Awsat ,  o ff ic ia l  government  repor t s ,  

and  imagery ;  e .g .  YouTube  audiovisua l  mater ia l  and  photographs .  In  

addi t ion ,  soc ia l  media  has  g iven  a  p la t form to  endless  soc ia l  and  

pol i t ica l  vo ices .  They  are  innumerable  f i r s t -hand  accounts  of  the  Arab  

Spr ing  upr i s ings  in  the  form ce l l -phone  v ideos ,  b logs ,  and  Twi t te r  

conversa t ions .  These  research  mater ia l s  wi l l  p rove  ind ispensable  to  

my research .  In  addi t ion ,  I  in tend  to  make  use  of  severa l  secondary  

and  pr imary  sources  of  the  l i t e ra ture  on  the  Arab  Spr ing  publ i shed  in  

Arabic .  This  i s  an  aspec t  of  par t icu la r  impor tance  to  unders tand  the  

fu l l  impl ica t ions  of  the  Arab  Spr ing  and  i t s  in f luence  on  the  pol i t ica l  

t ransformat ion  of  Syr ia  and  Bahra in .  

The  use  of  on l ine  sources  in  the  Arabic  language  wi l l  be  car r ied  

out  in  accordance  wi th  the  need  to  process  and  eva lua te  the  most  up-

to-da te  informat ion  in  an  unbiased  manner.  This  d isser ta t ion  wi l l  
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make extens ive  use  of  newspaper  a r t ic les  f rom the  Arab  wor ld ,  

s ta tements  by  re levant  ac tors ,  use  of  imagery  and  s logans  f rom the  

soc ia l  media  as  wel l  as  government  repor t s .  This  pr imary  sources  wi l l  

be  ana lyzed  in  conjunct ion  wi th  the  l i t e ra ture  re la ted  to  the  

theore t ica l  perspec t ives  to  be  examined  as  par t  o f  the  research  as  wel l  

as  the  secondary  sources  re la ted  to  the  themes  tha t  emerge  f rom the  

pr imary  da ta .  

In  regards  to  the  use  of  sources ,  i t  can  be  expec ted  tha t  some 

d i ff icu l t ies  may ar i se  as  a  resu l t  o f  the  sh i f t ing  and  cont inuing  na ture  

of  pro tes t s ,  espec ia l ly  in  Syr ia  tha t  remains  in  a  s ta te  of  c iv i l  war.  In  

the  case  of  Bahra in ,  re l iab le  da ta  i s  d i ff icu l t  to  obta in  due  to  the  

sens i t ive  na ture  of  the  events .  However,  i t  mus t  be  c la r i f ied  tha t  these  

a re  events  tha t  have  e i ther  jus t  unfo lded  or  a re  s t i l l  in  the  process  of  

unfo ld ing ,  the  government  documents  a re  s t i l l  no t  dec lass i f ied  and  

most  researchers  have  to  re ly  on  news papers  repor t s .  

!
Chapter Out l ine  

 Chapter  two,  the  inves t iga t ions  per ta in ing  to  the  second chapter  

of  the  d isser ta t ion  cor re la tes  to  the  subjec t  mat te r  of  the  f i r s t  sub-

ques t ion .  This  sub-ques t ion  revolves  a round the  e luc ida t ion  of  the  

manner  in  which  the  upr i s ings  tha t  took  p lace  in  the  context  of  the  

Arab  Spr ing  inf luenced  the  process  of  po l i t i ca l  t ransformat ion  tha t  i s  
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curren t ly  impact ing  on  Syr ia  and  Bahra in .  In  order  to  inves t iga te  the  

l ink  be tween the  overa l l  phenomenon of  the  Arab  Spr ing  and  the  

upheavals  tha t  a re  cur ren t ly  unfo ld ing  in  Syr ia  and  Bahra in ,  there  wi l l  

be  a  th rough examinat ion  of  the  soc ia l ,  po l i t i ca l  and  economic  

c i rcumstances  tha t  led  to  the  e ros ion  of  power  of  the  au thor i ta r ian  

reg imes  of  the  Middle  Eas t .  At  the  same t ime,  th i s  chapter  wi l l  a l so  

e labora te  on  the  s imi la r i t ies  be tween the  demands  posed  by  the  

demonst ra tors  in  count r ies  such  as  Tunis ia  and  Egypt  and  those  

out l ined  by  the  groups  tha t  a re  cur ren t ly  des tab i l iz ing  the  s ta tus  quo  

in  Syr ia  and  Bahra in .  In  th i s  context ,  there  wi l l  a l so  be  a  

comprehens ive  examinat ion  of  the  nar ra t ives  tha t  a re  be ing  u t i l i zed  by  

the  par t ies  involved  in  the  demonst ra t ions  to  ascer ta in  to  what  ex ten t  

a re  the  fac tors  present  in  the  phenomenon known as  the  Arab  Spr ing  

l inked  to  the  outbreak  of  c iv i l  d i sorder  in  Syr ia  and  Bahra in .  From 

th is  s tandpoin t ,  i t  mus t  be  spec i f ied  tha t  there  wi l l  be  a  fu l l  ana lys is  

of  the  theore t ica l  and  empir ica l  fac tors  involved  in  the  phenomenon 

known as  the  Arab  Spr ing  and  those  tha t  a re  cur ren t ly  impact ing  on  

the  pol i t ica l  t ransformat ion  tha t  i s  t ak ing  p lace  in  Syr ia  and  Bahra in .  

 Chapter  th ree  wi l l  focus  on  the  ways  in  which  the  d i ffe rences  

be tween the  two upr i s ings  fac i l i t a te  an  unders tanding  of  the  poten t ia l  

deve lopment  of  the  processes  of  po l i t i ca l  t ransformat ion  tha t  i s  

cur ren t ly  unfo ld ing  in  the  Middle  Eas t .  In  th i s  context ,  fo l lowing  
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Mahoney and  Ruschemeyer,  there  wi l l  be  an  ana lys i s  under taken  by  

us ing  a  compara t ive  h is tor ica l  model ,  assess ing  the  d i ffe rences  and  

s imi la r i t i es  tha t  a r i se  f rom each  case .  By focus ing  on  the  

par t icu lar i t i es  of  the  two upr i s ings ,  i t  i s  expec ted  tha t  a  sound 

explana tory  f ramework  wi l l  be  cons t ruc ted  in  order  to  unders tand  the  

overa l l  p rocess  of  po l i t i ca l  awakening  tha t  i s  t ak ing  p lace  in  the  

Middle  Eas t .  In  th i s  contex t ,  there  wi l l  be  a  theore t ica l  and  empir ica l  

l inkage  be tween the  pol i t ica l  and  soc ia l  t rends  tha t  took  p lace  in  Syr ia  

and  Bahra in  in  the  pre lude  to  the  events  tha t  took  p lace  in  2011.  

Moreover,  th i s  chapter  wi l l  under l ine  the  main  d i ffe rences  per ta in ing  

to  the  Syr ia  and  Bahra in  cases .  On the  one  hand,  there  wi l l  be  an  

explora t ion  in  which  the  Syr ian  reg ime led  by  Bashar  a l -Asad  

cont r ibuted  to  engender ing  the  c i rcumstances  tha t  led  to  the  upheavals  

tha t  impacted  upon the  count ry  s ince  2011 by  fa i l ing  to  implement  a  

se r ies  of  re forms  in  the  pol i t i ca l  sys tem of  the  na t ion .  At  the  same 

t ime,  th i s  chapter  wi l l  a l so  explore  the  in t r icac ies  involved  in  the  

process  of  top  down pol i t ica l  re form in t roduced  by  the  govern ing  e l i te  

and  the  reasons  why i t  fa i led  to  aver t  the  upheavals  tha t  took  p lace .  In  

addi t ion ,  th i s  chapter  wi l l  a rgue  tha t  the  de termina t ion  of  the  

d i ffe rences  be tween the  cases  of  Syr ia  and  Bahra in  enables  us  to  

ascer ta in  the  leve l  of  res i l ience  of  the  s ta tus  quo  and  the  poss ib i l i t i es  

for  t ransformat ion .  By examining  the  d i ffe rences  be tween the  two 
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cases ,  th i s  chapter  wi l l  cont r ibu te  to  out l ine  a  workable  explana tory  

f ramework  in  order  to  unders tand  the  fac tors  tha t  have  brought  about  

the  pol i t ica l  t ransformat ion  of  the  reg ion  in  the  a f te rmath  of  the  

phenomenon known as  the  Arab  Spr ing .  

 Chapter  four  wi l l  inves t iga te  the  way in  which  democra t ic ,  an t i -

au thor i ta r ian  pol ic ies  rhe tor ic  has  spread  across  the  Middle  Eas t  as  a  

resu l t  o f  the  technologica l  too ls  ava i lab le  in  the  age  of  g loba l iza t ion ;  

most  par t icu lar ly,  the  soc ia l  media .  This  chapter  wi l l  ana lyze  the  

ex ten t  to  which  th is  rhe tor ic  i s  in f luenced  by  the  re la t ionship  be tween 

re l ig ious  fa i th  and  c lass  d iv is ions  in  the  contex t  of  the  dynamics  of  

the  pro tes t s  in  Syr ia  and  Bahra in  as  wel l  as  the  responses  deployed  by  

the  respec t ive  governments .  The  concept  of  sec ta r ian ism wi l l  

therefore  be  expla ined  accord ing  to  a  c r i te r ion  tha t  l inks  the  

deployment  of  re l ig ious  ident i ty  to  the  a t ta inment  of  some pa lpable  

pol i t i ca l  goa ls  by  the  groups  involved  in  the  confronta t ion  wi th  the  

Syr ian  and  Bahra in i  governments  respec t ive ly.  To  be  sure ,  the  Shi ’ i te -

Sunni  d iv ide  has  s ign i f ican t  impl ica t ions  for  unders tanding  the  

genes is  and  evolu t ion  of  the  conf l ic t .  The  Arab  Spr ing  conf l ic t s  have  

sparked  a  resurgence  of  sec ta r ian ism,  which  has  exacerba ted  s ince  the  

in i t ia l  upr i s ings  in  2011.   

At  the  same t ime,  the  soc io-economic  pressure  der ived  f rom the  
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age  of  g loba l iza t ion  has  a l so  resu l ted  in  the  inabi l i ty  of  the  Syr ian  

and  Bahra in i  governments  to  respond to  the  needs  of  the  popula t ion ,  

as  bo th  reg imes  fa i led  to  embark  on  a  fu l l  p rocess  of  soc ia l ,  economic  

and  pol i t ica l  modern iza t ion .  This  chapter  wi l l  demonst ra te  tha t  these  

fac tors  a re  u l t imate ly  respons ib le  for  the  spread  of  an t i -au thor i ta r ian  

sen t iment  in  the  Middle  Eas t .  In  th i s  chapter,  there  wi l l  a l so  be  an  

examinat ion  of  the  way in  which  technologica l  advances  have  

propi t ia ted  the  spread  of  the  ideas  tha t  gave  r i se  to  the  fur therance  of  

the  process  of  democra t iza t ion  tha t  took  p lace  in  Syr ia  and  Bahra in .  

From th is  s tandpoin t ,  there  wi l l  be  an  ana lys i s  of  the  manner  in  which  

the  soc ia l  media  has  e roded  the  chances  of  the  Arab  reg imes  to  

en t rench  themselves  in  power.  This  chapter  seeks  to  e luc ida te  how the  

soc ia l  media  and  the  ubiqui tous  presence  of  sa te l l i t e  te lev is ion  and  

rap id  te lecommunica t ions  may become fac tors  of  des tab i l iza t ion  for  

the  au thor i ta r ian  reg ime.  In  th i s  context ,  there  wi l l  be  a  compara t ive  

ana lys is  be tween the  events  tak ing  p lace  in  Syr ia  and  Bahra in  and  the  

t rends  unfo ld ing  in  the  Middle  Eas t  a t  l a rge ;  au tocra t ic  reg ime in  the  

case  of  Syr ia  and  monarchia l  reg ime in  the  case  of  Bahra in .  

 Chapter  f ive ,  in  accordance  wi th  the  four th  sub-ques t ion ,  

examines  the  manner  in  which  the  d iscurs ive  e lements  of  the  upr i s ings  

in  Syr ia  and  Bahra in  expl ica te  how the  f raming of  the  conf l ic t  has  

been  posed  as  a  sec ta r ian  conf lagra t ion  on  the  par t  o f  the  pol i t i ca l  
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e l i tes ,  and  the  democracy  or  soc ia l  jus t ice  based  d imens ion  

propagated  by  the  pro tes tors .  This  chapter  wi l l  a l so  show the  

evolu t ion  of  d i scourse  tha t  in forms the  ac t ions  of  bo th  the  reg imes  

and  the  pro tes te rs  as  they  adapted  to  the  change  of  c i rcumstances  

sur rounding  the  upr i s ing .  This  sec t ion  wi l l  h ighl igh t  the  ways  in  

which  reg imes  adapted  to  the  insurgency  and  the  responses  tha t  the  

pro tes tors  themselves  adopt  in  response  to  the  e lements  of  repress ion  

deployed  by  the  government  au thor i t ies .  

 In  order  to  do  so ,  a  thorough examinat ion  wi l l  be  car r ied  out  for  

the  purposes  of  de te rmining  the  way in  which  language  a ided  the  

process  of  repress ive  f raming  on  the  par t  o f  the  au thor i t ies  and  the  

responses  deployed  by  the  pro tes tors .  In  th i s  chapter,  there  wi l l  be  a  

compara t ive  examinat ion  of  the  d i ffe rence  in  the  approach  by  the  

Syr ian  and  Bahra in i  reg imes  have  u t i l i zed  nar ra t ive  e lements  in  order  

to  consol ida te  a  par t icu lar  s ta tus  quo  in  those  count r ies .  At  the  same 

t ime,  there  wi l l  be  an  ana lys is  of  the  manner  in  which  th is  nar ra t ive  

in te rac ts  wi th  the  d iscourse  employed  by  the  soc ia l  e lements  tha t  

demanded the  pol i t ica l  t ransformat ion  of  Syr ia  and  Bahra in  

respec t ive ly.  

Chapter  s ix  wi l l  summar ize  the  f ind ings  of  the  work  and  put  

forward  some genera l  conclus ions  concern ing  the  way in  which  the  
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Syr ian  and  Bahra in i  upr i s ings  have  been  f ramed by  the  pol i t i ca l  e l i t e  

and  the  way in  which  the  pro tes tors  cha l lenged  tha t  nar ra t ive ,  p lac ing  

emphas is  on  the  s igni f icance  of  the  ex tens ion  of  soc ia l  r igh ts  to  the  

popula t ion  angered  by  the  pro longat ion  of  au thor i ta r ian  pol ic ies .  By 

connect ing  these  e lements  and  de termining  how they  inf luence  each  

o ther,  a  se r ies  of  pred ic t ions  wi l l  be  made  in  order  to  de te rmine  the  

manner  in  which  these  upr i s ings  may fac i l i t a te  an  unders tanding  of  

o ther  in te rnec ine  conf l ic t s  tak ing  p lace  across  the  Arab  wor ld . !
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 Chapter Two

!
The diffusion of the events of the Arab Spring and its influence 

on the civil uprisings in Syria and Bahrain 

!
Introduction 

The main question to be asked in this chapter is:  to what extent 

was the Arab Spring in Syria and Bahrain caused by earlier uprisings in 

Tunisia,  Egypt,  Libya, and Yemen? The Arab Spring has been described 

as an unprecedented social  upheaval that swept through the Arab world,  

challenging all  previous assumptions made about the polit ical  future of 

the region (Aissa,  2012: 15).  The Arab Spring was motivated by the 

feelings of anger experienced by the young populations of the Arab 

world,  in regards to the opportunities for social  and economic 

improvement (King, 2007: 433).  To be sure,  there was an erosion of the 

polit ical  legit imacy enjoyed by the regimes that was influential  in 

toppling the authoritarian administrations in Tunisia and Egypt.  The 

social  protests that  led to the Arab Spring emerged as the embodiment of 

the collective will  to establish the foundations of more responsive 

government insti tutions (Bellin,  2012: 127; Shabib,  2011; Sarah, 2012).   

The second chapter of the dissertation seeks to ascertain the 

manner in which the uprisings that took place in the context of the Arab 

Spring influenced the process of poli t ical  transformation that is  currently 
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impacting on Syria and Bahrain.  To investigate the l ink between the 

overall  phenomenon of the Arab Spring and the upheavals that  are 

currently unfolding in Syria and Bahrain,  there will  be a through 

examination of the social ,  poli t ical  and economic circumstances that 

propagated the diffusion of the discontent,  leading to the erosion of 

power of the authoritarian regimes of the Middle East.  

Diffusion is defined as a process by which a social  groups gets to 

be influenced by polit ical ,  social  and/or economic transformations taking 

place at  a relatively distant locale (Della Porta and Reiter in Della Porta 

and Reiter (eds.)  1998: 70).  For our purposes,  this state of affairs entails 

that  the polit ical  events that take place in one location will  influence the 

course of polit ical  events in another geographical locali ty.  The definit ion 

of diffusion to be applied in the assessment of the revolutionary 

upheavals taking place in Syria and Bahrain states that  collective groups 

tend to borrow insti tutional tools and belief systems from other cultures 

in order to bring about polit ical  change (Della Porta and Reiter in Della 

Porta and Reiter (eds.)  1998: 71). 

I t  is  important to underline the fact  that  the process of diffusion is 

facil i tated by the specific historical  context that  informs the social  

unrest  that  is  taking place in Syria and Bahrain.  I t  could be argued that 

the circumstances that inform the diffusion of the values of the Arab 

Spring enable the possibil i ty of poli t ical  transformation in Bahrain.  This 
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is  because of the history of concessions given to the populace by the al-

Kalifa regime in the shape promises of poli t ical  reforms. The element of 

concessions seems to be lacking in the case of Syria (Shabib,  2011).  

In recent years,  there has been a widespread phenomenon of  

“interactive diffusion,” due to the rise of transnational civil  society 

(Strang and Soule,  1998: 265).  This means that the social  and polit ical  

elements that inform the rise of a social  movement in one area of the 

world is  bound to make an impact on a social  movement emerging in 

another part  of the world.  There is ,  in this context,  a prevalence of 

diffusion of collective phenomenon that has informed the events that  

have taken place in the Middle East since 2011 (Della Porta and Reiter in 

Della Porta and Reiter (eds.)  1998: 76). 

The diffusion of an anti-authoritarian framework of action was 

responsible for instigating the revolt  against  the authoritarian regimes of 

the Arab world in various geographical locales of the Middle East 

(Sarah, 2012).  This diffusion of the narratives that underpinned the 

social  unrest  taking place in Syria and Bahrain were facil i tated by the 

mobilization of collective groups through the use of technology and a 

narrative that underpinned the broadcasting of poli t ical  and social  

grievances across the region (Shabib,  2011).   

The definit ional aspects of the concept of diffusion outlined above 

will  be used to assess the manner in which the instrumental  and 
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conceptual elements deployed by the revolutionary elements in Syria and 

Bahrain contributed to the transformation of the polit ical  environment in 

those countries.  In any case,  i t  is  important to highlight that each case 

has i ts  own form of structural  change. In addition, the mechanism of 

diffusion varies from country to country.  Furthermore,  i t  should also be 

noted that diffusion is a complicated terms, which covers polit ical ,  

economic, social  and cultural/physiological aspects that need to be taken 

into consideration in conjunction in order to avoid a generalizing error.   

At the same time, this chapter will  also elaborate on the 

differences and similari t ies between the demands posed by the 

demonstrators in countries such as Tunisia and Egypt and those outlined 

by the groups that are currently destabil izing the status quo in Syria and 

Bahrain.  In this context,  there will  also be a comprehensive examination 

of the narratives that are being uti l ized by the parties involved in the 

demonstrations in order to ascertain to what extent are the factors 

present in the phenomenon known as the Arab Spring l inked to the 

breakout of civil  disorder in Syria and Bahrain.  From this standpoint,  i t  

must be specified that there will  be a full  analysis of the theoretical  and 

empirical  factors involved in the phenomenon known as the Arab Spring 

and those that are currently impacting on the polit ical  transformation 

that is  taking place in Syria and Bahrain.  

!
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The erosion of the power of authoritarian style regimes in the Middle 

East as a result of the Arab Spring 

The wave of demonstrations that took place in the Arab world 

beginning in December 2010 erupted in Tunisia as a result  of the events 

surrounding the self-immolation of Mohammed Bouazizi ,  a market 

vendor who had his cart  and produce confiscated after having a dispute 

with the police.  After the local authorit ies refused to see him, Bouazizi  

burnt himself alive,  spurring a flurry of protests against  the Tunisian 

government (Nepstad, 2013: 337; Deeb, 2013: 14).  I t  is  worth mentioning 

that the authoritarian policies led by President Zine El Abidine Ben Ali ,  

had ruled the nation for over two decades,  had imposed a system of 

government based on force and the creation of a l ively investment 

environment for foreign capital  (Anderson, 2011: 5;  Ghubash, 2010: 

102).    

The authoritarian policies that managed to create a high level of 

economic growth (benefit t ing a small  percentage of the population) at  

the expense of social  inequality.  In addition, the level of polit ical  force 

kept increasing as the economic disparit ies widened. From this 

standpoint,  i t  could be argued that the dissatisfaction that gave rise to 

the Jasmine Revolution in Tunisia spread to other Arab countries affected 

by the same type of authoritarian style regimes.  Social  mobilization was 

carried out through the use of the social  media and the polit ical  
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instrument of social  mobilization. As we can see,  there was a diffusion of 

the social  and polit ical  values that informed the events of the Jasmine 

Revolution to other locales of the Middle East (Nepstad, 2013: 339).   

The success of the Tunisian revolution in changing the foundations 

of the authoritarian system of government provided other publics in the 

Middle East  with the knowledge that a wide level of mobilization would 

result  in the onset of poli t ical  change (Shehata,  2011: 27).  The Jasmine 

Revolution paved the way for the protests that  took place in Egypt,  

having i ts  epicenter in Tahrir  Square,  Cairo.  The events that  unfolded in 

Tunisia emboldened the Egyptian people to take to the streets for the 

purposes of demanding the immediate fall  of the regime led by Hosni 

Mubarak (Aouragh and Alexander,  2011: 1344).   

I t  is  important to underline the fact  that  the events that  unfolded in 

Egypt and Tunisia responded to the social  transformation that took place 

in the Arab world (Aouragh and Alexander,  2011: 1347).  The process of 

social  transformation entailed the revival of poli t icized religious 

thinking and the establishment of a collective consciousness capable of 

voicing out grievances pertaining to the polit ical  and economic sphere 

(Shehata,  2011: 31).  At the same time, i t  is  possible to argue that the 

protests that  took place in the Arab world were also informed by 

secularist  thinking, as seen in the will ingness by the younger segment of 

the population to bring about a modicum of freedom and democracy to 
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their  countries (Shehata,  2011: 33).  The age of globalization resulted in a 

broader connectivity between the young populations of the Middle 

Eastern countries with the wider world and the diffusion of the values of 

freedom and democracy (Aouragh and Alexander,  2011: 1350).   

In addition, the greater economic inequalit ies that  resulted from 

the opening of Middle East to foreign investment and the adoption of the 

neoliberal  tenets imposed by Western financial  insti tutions such as the 

International Monetary Fund (IMF) and the World Bank were responsible 

for creating severe economic inequalit ies (El Azzazzi and Rashed, 2001: 

22).  

The Mubarak regime chose to confront the demonstrators by 

deploying a effective apparatus geared towards breaking the will  of the 

Egyptian people (Anderson, 2011: 6).  At the same time, the Mubarak 

regime also resorted to efforts for the purposes of regaining a modicum 

of legit imacy and insti l l ing fear among the populace.  These efforts 

included television broadcasts as well  as a series of announcements made 

on newspapers close to the government led by Mubarak. Furthermore,  the 

Bahraini state television network has been used as an element of medium 

of communication in order to reassure the population about the good 

intentions of the Al Khalifa regime.    As the force exercised against  the 10

!

!  The Atlantic, The Anti al-Jazeera: Bahrain’s Notorious State Run TV Chanel, April 19, 2011 -  10

www.theatlantic.com/international/archive/2011/04/the-anti-al-jazeera-bahrains-notorious-state-run-tv-
channel/237462/ - Accessed on January 6, 2016
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people increased, the Egyptian armed forces broke off relations with the 

Mubarak regime, compelling the incumbent president to step down. In 

addition, the role of the United States was of paramount importance in 

order to impel the resignation of Mubarak (Shehata,  2011: 33).  

Arab and Western academics failed to predict  the upheavals that  

swept through the Middle East  since December 2010. In spite of the 

social ,  poli t ical  and economic problems that affected the region, there 

was a great deal of consensus regarding the resil ience of the 

authoritarian system of government (El Azzazzi and Rashed, 2001: 25).  

The resil ience of the authoritarian regimes of the Middle East had 

been proven by the fact  that  they had survived the different waves of 

democratization that affected other parts of the world (Gause,  2011: 83).  

Surviving the different waves of democratization means that they were 

able to retain power in spite of the geopolit ical  pressure brought forward 

by the adoption of democracy in other parts of the world (Gause,  2011: 

86).  The focus given to the apparent stabil i ty of the authoritarian style of 

regimes resulted in the underestimation of the underlying forces of 

change in the Middle East (Noueihed and Warren, 2012: 61).  From this 

standpoint,  i t  could be posited that the historical  context that  informs the 

social  unrest  that  has been generated in Syria and Bahrain is  important 

for the purposes of understanding the possibil i ty of poli t ical  

transformation in those two countries (Almufleh, 2014).  Bringing about a 
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modicum of democratization seems to be more feasible in a country l ike 

Bahrain,  where there is  a longer history of poli t ical  and economic 

concessions to the wider public.  In the case of Syria,  there is  l i t t le 

precedent in order to back up the idea that the al-Asad regime would be 

will ing to bring about a wider scope of poli t ical  concessions (Saleh,  

2012).   

To understand the reasons behind the onset of the Arab Spring, i t  is  

incumbent to assess the different global,  regional and domestic factors 

that explain the uprisings that affected the different Middle Eastern 

countries (Pacznyska, 2013: 217; Abu Dahir,  2013; Abu Shagara,  2014).  

One of the ways in which the phenomenon of the Arab Spring has been 

interpreted by Western and Arab analysts is  centered on the notion that 

the process of polit ical  change that began in December 2010 resulted in 

the reform of the systems of government of the different Middle Eastern 

countries,  rather than the establishment of democracies (Pacznyska, 

2013: 219; Abu Dahir,  2013; Abu Shagara,  2014).   

The justif ication for the notion that the Arab world underwent a 

bout of poli t ical  reform instead of revolutionary activity can be seen in 

an eloquent manner in the case of Egypt.  This country transit ioned from 

an authoritarian policies of government under Hosni Mubarak to the 

democracy headed by Abdel Fattah el-Sisi  in order to prevent the 

Islamization of the country at  the hands of the Muslim Brotherhood 
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(Noueihed and Warren, 2012: 65).  To be sure,  one may argue that the el-

Sisi  government reversed some of the non-democratic policies of the 

Mubarak regime but i t  st i l l  exercises a relatively level of non-democratic 

policies on the Egyptian population. From this perspective,  i t  is  possible 

to argue that the events that took place during the Arab Spring did not 

lead to the onset of democratization in the Middle East.  

I t  is  important to remark that the events of the Arab Spring were 

received with great hope in the Western world.  President Obama referred 

to the process of polit ical  transformation taking place in the Middle East 

in the following manner:  

!
“For six months,  we have witnessed an extraordinary change taking 
place in the Middle East and North Africa.  Square by square,  town 
by town, country by country,  the people have risen up to demand 
their  basic human rights.  Two leaders have stepped aside.  More 
may follow. And though these countries may be a great distance 
from our shores,  we know that our own future is  bound to this 
region by the forces of economics and security,  by history and by 
faith” (Obama, 2011).    11

!
Furthermore,  comparing the onset of the Arab Spring to the Islamic 

Golden Age (between the eighth and the thirteenth centuries) Alain 

Juppé, the French foreign minister,  expressed his hopes for the transit ion 

of the Arab world into the democratic system of government: 

!

!

!  Remarks by the President on the Middle East and North Africa,  May 19, 2011 - www.whitehouse.gov/11

the-press-office/2011/05/19/remarks-president-middle-east-and-north-africa - Accessed on January 3, 2016
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“For too long we thought that the authoritarian regimes were the 
only bastions against  extremism in the Arab world.  Too long, we 
have brandished the Islamist  threat as a pretext for justifying to an 
extent turning a blind eye on governments which were flouting 
freedom and curbing their  country’s development” (Juppé, 2011).    12

!
The passages mentioned above indicate that the prominent 

members of the international community harbored high hopes regarding 

the possibil i ty of the democratization of the Middle East (Noueihed and 

Warren, 2012: 113).  The discontent  voiced out by the populace were 

interpreted in the Western world as the sincere desire to have a more 

transparent system of government and the toppling of authoritarian 

regimes which prevented the promotion of democracy and human rights 

in the region. I t  should be noted that some of the countries of the region 

took the opportunity to undertake a significant wave of reforms, as seen 

in the case of Morocco. This country has seen the rise of a moderate 

Islamist  party,  the Party of Justice and Development,  capable of 

furthering the process of democratization in the country: 

!
“The PJD..  in Morocco is presenting the ' third way'  between 
revolut ion and the uncertainty of the current system," says 
Mustapha Khalfi ,  the head of the party 's  policy unit…We are 
presenting the way of reform without losing the stabil i ty,  the unity 

!

!  “Arab spring” symposium – Closing speech by Alain Juppé, Ministre d’Etat, Minister of Foreign 12

Affairs, to the Arab World Institute, April 16, 2011 - www.ambafrance-uk.org/Arab-spring-symposium-
Closing - Accessed on January 4, 2016
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of the country -  but at  the same time furthering the democratic 
agenda of Morocco” (Lewis,  2011).    13

  

The onset of the Arab Spring had important geopolit ical  

connotations attached to i t .  These geopolit ical  implications are 

underscored by important historical  considerations.  For instance,  the 

social  and polit ical  upheaval brought forward by the protests that  took 

place in the Arab world had significant repercussions for the Western 

world,  in terms of the possible advent of Islamist  extremism and mass 

waves of immigration from the Middle East  to Western Europe (Albrecht 

and Schlumberger,  2004: 371).   

 Nevertheless,  there was a determination on the part  of the most 

prominent Western leaders supported the process of poli t ical  change 

taking place in the Arab world,  as seen from the statement released by 

David Cameron, the Brit ish Prime Minister:   

!
“I want a very simple and clear message to come out of this 
summit,  and that is  that  the most powerful nations on earth have 
come together and are saying to those in the Middle East and North 
Africa who want greater democracy, greater freedom, greater civil  
r ights,  we are on your side” (Cameron, 2011).    14

!

!

!  Lewis, A., Why has Morocco’s king survived the Arab Spring? November 24, 2011  - www.bbc.com/13

news/world-middle-east-15856989 - Accessed on January 12, 2016

!  PM interview at the G8 Summit, May 27, 2011 - www.gov.uk/government/speeches/pm-interview-at-14

the-g8-summit - Accessed on January 15, 2016
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 I t  is  important to remark that the international community was 

aware of the difficult ies present in having to deal with the process of 

transformation that is  taking place in the Arab world.  However,  i t  should 

be stressed that there is  an important historical  component to bear in 

mind when assessing the implications of the events that took place in the 

Arab Spring. I t  would appear that  the Arab Spring represented the 

t ipping point that brought about the state of social  unrest  that  originated 

in Syria and Bahrain (Sarah, 2012).  

!
The people wants to bring down the regime 

/  Ash-shab yurid isqat an-nizam  /  الــــــــــشعب يــــريــــد إســــــــــقاط الــــــــــــنظام 

The narrative informing the protests was informed by the slogan of 

Ash-shab yurid isqat an-nizam  / مم  نظا ل اا إإسقاطط  د  یيریي لشعب  اا  /  the people wants 

to bring down the regime (Noueihed and Warren, 2012: 73).  This slogan 

was significant,  as i t  galvanized the idea of a collective force capable of 

unit ing different strands of opinion and ethnic groups in order to demand 

and implement polit ical  change. There are,  nonetheless,  important 

variations that need to be underlined when appraising the polit ical  

implications of that slogan (Anderson, 2011: 7).    To begin with,  the use 15

of this slogan may refer to the will ingness on the part  of the public to 

see the advent of democratization, instead of the outright toppling of the 

!

!  It is worth mentioning that chapters three, four and five will provide a detailed account 15

of the narrative used by the political elites and opposition groups in Syria and Bahrain.
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regime. At the same time, i t  is  not clear whether the use of this slogan 

indicated the existence of a social  movement that could bring forth the 

demise of the al-Asad regime. In other words,  the use of this slogan 

indicates the presence of a social  grievance, but does not indicate the 

particular form of action to be taken in order to bring about a higher 

level of democratization in Syria (Deeb, 2013: 33).  The historical  

context plays an important role in this si tuation. I t  could be posited that 

the small  scope of concession granted by the al-Asad regime to the 

Syrian populace,  left  the latter i l l-equipped in order to project  their  

demands in an effective manner (Sarah, 2012).  

The semantic implications of the term have to be evaluated within 

the context of the particular polit ical  context in which the protests took 

place.  The Arab Spring affected the countries of the Arab world in a 

different manner.  In Egypt and Tunisia,  the slogan clearly indicated the 

will ingness of the populace to remove the regimes that they considered 

oppressive and incapable of responding to the needs and interests of the 

people (Albrecht and Schlumberger,  2004: 373).  Nevertheless,  in other 

countries of the Arab world,  there was sti l l  a significant consti tuency 

that expressed support  for the current regime, as seen in the case of 

Syria.  

The Arab Spring narrative (based on the diffusion of polit ical  and 

economic dissatisfaction throughout the Middle East)  was somewhat 
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recalibrated in countries that  had init iated the process of poli t ical  

reform, such as Jordan and Lebanon. In the first  case,  the slogan referred 

to the will ingness of the people to bring about a greater modicum of 

transparency into the system of government.  The regime led by King 

Abdullah II  of Jordan, responded to the narrative propounded by the 

demonstrators by expanding the powers of the legislative branch of 

government and by l iberalizing the economic system, in an attempt to 

fend off the threat of social  unrest .  However,  i t  should be noted that the 

process of poli t ical  and economic reform has not been conducive to the 

l iberalization of the social  environment.  One may argue that Jordan 

remains a non-democratic state,  albeit  one that is  will ing to introduce 

further layers of reform (Alianak, 2014: 49).  

The slogan denotes the will ingness of the public to see a greater 

level of responsiveness to the need to create a more prosperous economy 

capable of meeting the needs of every cit izen (Albrecht and 

Schlumberger,  2004: 374).  In Lebanon, the slogan was aimed at  

attempting to force a resolution of the conflict  between the different 

religious factions.  At the same time, i t  could be argued that the process 

of economic l iberalization that unfolded in Lebanon, preceding the onset 

of the protests of February 2011, could not prevent the rise of social  

unrest ,  epitomized in the slogan of “bring down the sectarian regime”. In 

this case,  i t  may be argued that the protests succeeded in bringing about 
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a modicum of change, as seen in the coming to power of Najib Mikati  

(Alianak, 2014: 155).  

As we have seen in the previous chapter,  a narrative is  a way of 

describing a series of events,  which may either be imaginary or real .  The 

content of the Arab Spring narrative is  based on the idea that a increased 

level of democratization would bring forth a higher level of social  justice 

in the region. I t  should be noted that this narrative transcends ideological 

boundaries,  as i t  is  endorsed by all  the strands of opinion involved in the 

polit ical  struggles of the Arab Spring. 

I t  is  also important to highlight that  the narrative behind the 

slogan has been appropriated by reactionary elements in the Middle East ,  

who changed the words in order to project  their  support  for the regimes.  

Nevertheless,  another important aspect of the narrative that  was created 

during the Arab Spring relates to the high level of confidence displayed 

by the different social  groups that participated in the uprisings.  This 

level of confidence in their  demands is high because of the instinctual 

knowledge held by the peoples of the Middle East regarding the 

legit imacy of their  demands.  From this standpoint,  and making reference 

to the historical  context,  i t  is  important to underline that the 

demonstrations arose as a response to decades of resentment and anger 

against  the polit ical  eli tes,  which stalled the process of modernization.  

!
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In the next section, we will  see the manner in which the uprisings 

that took place in Tunisia and Egypt contributed to generated an 

environment conducive to the onset of overt  protests that are taking 

place in Syria and Bahrain against  the incumbent regimes.  

!
The implications of the Arab Spring for Syria and Bahrain 

A close examination of the events that  took place in Tunisia,  

Libya, Yemen and Egypt indicated the idea of the diffusion of the 

revolutionary uprisings to Syria and Bahrain,  where vast  segments of the 

population demanded polit ical  change (Seeberg,  2015: 88).  One of the 

most important aspects that relates to the civil  uprisings in Syria and 

Bahrain is  the notion of the diffusion of transnational dissent via the 

technological media of the internet and outlets such as YouTube, 

Facebook and Twitter.  This is  eloquently shown in the amount of content 

f lowing on those social  media outlets (Saideman, 2012: 713).    The 16

concept of diffusion is an important element in order to fully appraise 

the reasons behind the advent of the protests in those two countries.  

McAdam clarifies the way in which the diffusion of social  and polit ical  

values takes place across geographical locales:  

!
“[C]omplex diffusion processes by which the ideational,  tactical ,  
and organizational lessons of the early rises are made available to 

!

!  It is worth mentioning that chapters three, four and five will provide a detailed account of the narrative 16

used by the political elites and opposition groups in Syria and Bahrain.
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subsequent challengers.  But only through systematic empirical  
work will  be able test  this impressionistic hunch” (McAdam, 1999: 
41).  !
 The fall  of communism in the Soviet  Union and the Eastern 

European states show that there is  a l ink between events taking place in 

one geographical location and others in the immediate area.    In the case 17

of the spread of the uprisings that took place in the context of the Arab 

Spring, i t  seems that the factors that  contributed to the propagation of 

the uprisings were the high levels of unemployment and the discontent of 

the population (Saideman, 2012: 715).  

There are some parallels between the events that took place in 

Tunisia and Egypt and those that unfolded in Syria (Tarabzouni,  2011).  

For example,  the civil  unrest  that  was produced as a result  of the murder 

of Hamza Ali  al-Khateeb, a young boy who died at  the hands of the 

Syrian police in 2011, echoed the uproar caused by the death of 

Mohammed Bouazizi  in Tunisia and the repercussions that  i t  had for the 

unfolding of the confrontation between government forces and the 

elements of civil  society.   

The civil  unrest  that  took place in Syria as a result  of the inabili ty 

and unwill ingness of the regime led by Bashar al-Asad to reform the 

!

!  The events that took place in 1989-90 demonstrate that the fall of Communism in Eastern Europe took 17

place as a chain reaction, responding to the domino effect that the demise of each regime had on the other 
countries comprising the Soviet Bloc. This course of events ultimately led to the complete eradication of 
Communist regimes in Eastern Europe and the ultimate fall of the Soviet Union.
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country’s polit ical  system has parallels with Muammar Gaddafi’s refusal 

to reforming the system of government (Ramadan, 2011: 23).  I t  could be 

claimed that both leaders were unwill ing to reform the polit ical  systems 

due to the fact  that  the actions of the protestors were perceived as being 

motivated by foreign “agent provocateurs”,  will ing to destabil ize the 

polit ical  regimes in Syria and Libya.  

In his last  speech before being toppled, Gaddafi  emphasized the 

foreign l ink to the polit ical  upheavals that  were taking place in the 

country,  call ing the opposit ion forces “foreign agents” and “greasy rats”:  

!
یيقوضض  یيبي  ل أأيي   . . لعرااقق. وواا نستانن  فغا أأ مثل  ووتحكمكم٬،  أتي  ت سوفف  كا  مریي أأ ”حذاارر٬، 
ة  ل لطویي اا لحى  ل وواا م  ئ عما ل اا أأھھھهل   . ثوررةة د  تریي لا  ناسس  ل اا  . . لموتت. اا حتى  تھه  ب ق معا م  ت ست ددةة  ا لسیي اا

 . في٬، 2011) ذاا ق ل (اا  “ ثوررةة ل اا !یيریيدوونن 
“Beware,  America will  come and rule you, l ike Afghanistan and 
Iraq…Any Libyan who undermines the sovereign state will  be 
punished with death…The people do not want a revolution. The 
people of turbans and long beards want revolution” (Gaddafi ,  
2011).    18!
At the same time, Bashar al-Asad has also expressed the view that 

the polit ical  unrest  that  has engulfed the country has been caused by 

people who respond to foreign interests:  

!
یيحدثث  شيء  ھھھهناكك  كانن  اا  ذذ إإ  . ا ووخاررجیي ا  یي خل دداا لخاررجج٬،  اا من  یيرةة  كب مرةة  مؤاا ل ا  ف ھھھهد ”سورریية 
سوفف  إإصلاحیيونن  ھھھهناكك  اا  ذذ ووإإ یية.  شعب بة  كاستجا ا  سورریي مم  ھها لات كغطاء  یيستخدمم  نھه  إ ف

 . (٢۲٠۰١۱١۱ (االأسد٬،  وومشوشة“  لطة  مخت فكریية  ططرقق  دیيھهم  ل ناسس  ل اا ھھھهؤلاء  !ندعمھهم. 

!

!  Speech Muammar Qaddafi Green Square،٬ February 22, 2011 - https://www.youtube.com/watch?18

v=OarFceo_Yv8 Accessed on April 10th, 2015 - Accessed on January 3, 2016 
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“Syria is  a target of a big plot from outside,  both internally and 
externally.  If  there is  something happening i t  is  using the cover of 
accusing Syria of popular response .If  there are reformers we will  
support  them. Those people have a mixed and confused intellectual 
ways” (al-Asad, 2011).    19

!
 Nevertheless,  there are some important differences in the way that 

the emerging situation was handled by the regime led by Bashar al-Asad 

(Ziadeh, 2011: 13).  In this context,  i t  should be mentioned that the al-

Asad regime enjoys the support  of revisionist  countries such as Russia 

and Iran,  a fact  that  was not in the case of Libya.  

In the case of Bahrain,  the manner in which the Egyptian and 

Tunisian people mobilized in order to topple the regime bears some 

resemblance to the way in which the Shi ' i te population mobilized i ts  

resources for the purposes of demanding change in the system of 

governance in Bahrain (Ziadeh, 2011: 17).  This was done by engaging in 

a series of protests against  the regime and by sett ing in motion a 

heightened level of social  and polit ical  activism. One of the ways in 

which the prevalence of diffusion may be established between the 

Egyptian and Bahraini case revolves around the fact  that  in both 

countries,  the protestors congregated in a specific location that became 

the epicenter of their  social  activit ies (Ibrahim, 2012).  In the case of the 

Egypt,  the protestors mobilized around Tahrir  Square in Cairo.  The 

!

!  Bashar al-Asad's Speech In Syrian Parliament, March 30, 2011 - http://www.voltairenet.org/19

article173297.html - Accessed on January 2, 2016 
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protestors in Bahrain used the emblematic location of the Pearl  

Roundabout in Manama as a meeting point in order to express their  

dissatisfaction towards the government.  In this context,  i t  is  important to 

underline the relevance of the concept of space as a relevant outlet  for 

the channeling of social  mobilization (Katzman, 2015: 4).  

There are,  however,  some important differences between the social  

mobilization in Egypt and that which took place in Bahrain.  In Egypt,  the 

social  mobilization that took place responded to a concerted effort  on the 

part  of the emerging civil  society,  eager to see a broader level of social  

justice.  Bahrain is  a much richer country than Egypt,  capable of meeting 

the economic demands of i ts  relatively small  population. In addition, i t  

should be stated that the media coverage of the events that  are taking 

place in Bahrain was not as comprehensive as the one that unfolded in 

Egypt during the period of civil  unrest  in 2011-12 (Khondker,  2011: 

675).  In any case,  i t  is  important to bring in the historical  perspective 

that has informed the evolution of events in Bahrain.  From this 

perspective,  i t  may be posited that the history of concessions granted to 

the populace by the Bahraini government has been influential  among the 

Bahraini people.  The Al Khalifa regime has been will ing to make 

concessions aimed at  avoiding the level of polarization (Alshahabi,  

2014).  

!
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In spite of the sincere will ingness on the part  of certain segments 

of the polit ical  opposit ion to init iate a widespread process of change in 

Syria,  the regime led by al-Asad seems to be convinced of the collusion 

between the protestors and foreign vested interests (King, 2007: 438).    20

This might refer to Western powers such as the United States as well  as 

their  all ies in the region, which would benefit  from the weakening of the 

al-Asad regime. This is  the narrative projected from the highest echelons 

of powers,  as seen in the speech given by Bashar al-Asad before the 

Syrian parliament: 

!
م  ووررفضت  . . صوررھھھها أررقى  ب فماررستموھھھها  دیيمقرااططیية  ل ا ب یيكم  عل دوواا  یي ززاا ة٬،  ل یي ل ق سنوااتت  ”قبل 
فكانن   . یيسكم. ووررئ نكم  ما ووبرل ددستورركم  م  اخترت ف  . لوططن. اا ررةة  دداا إإ غریيب  یيشاررككم  أأنن 

 . (٢۲٠۰١۱٤ (االأسد٬،  صنعكم“  من  دیيمقرااططیية  ل وواا ارركم  خیي ارر  لخیي !اا
“A few years ago, some called for freedom – your response was to 
remain free in the age of subservience,  to be masters in the age of 
slaves.  They patronized you with their  calls  for democracy – your 
response was to show your will  in the most democratic manner 
possible and refuse foreign intervention in your national affairs;  
you chose your consti tution, you chose your parliament,  you chose 
your president.  Throughout,  the decision was yours and your will  
has created our democracy” (al-Asad, 2014).    21

!

!

!  It is important to note that Bashar al-Asad may have referred to foreign vested interests such as the 20

Western powers (led by the United States) as well as prominent nations of a Sunni majority, like Turkey 
and Saudi Arabia. In this context, al-Asad’s speech indicates the importance of geopolitical matters in the 
examination of the events that are taking place in Syria.

!   Inaugural speech of President al-Asad by Bashar al-Asad  -Voltaire Network, 21

Damascus, July 16th, 2014- http://www.voltairenet.org/article184785.html - Accessed on 
May 5th, 2015
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In the case of Bahrain,  i t  is  possible to see the narrative by the 

country’s leadership as a desire to delink the events that led to the 

toppling of the authoritarian regimes in Tunisia,  Libya, Yemen and Egypt 

and the protests that are taking place in Bahrain (Ibrahim, 2012).  The 

difference in Bahrain was of social  dissatisfaction of a group of people 

influenced by outside actors.  However,  the objective for the protestors 

was claimed for social  reform and accelerating of poli t ical  participatory.  

This is  what transpires from the statement given by King Hamad ibn Isa 

Al Khalifa,  the King of Bahrain: 

!
لعربي"  اا یيع  رب ل بب "اا تقصد  كنت  اا  ذذ إإ أأخرىى.  داانن  ل ب من  لعمل  اا اا  ھھھهذ لعربي؟  اا یيع  رب ل ”اا
ا  ن یي د ل كانت   . ما عا ذ 10  من یية  عمل ل اا ھھھهذهه  ا  ن أأ د ب م  ث دیيمقرااططي٬،  ل اا االإصلاحح  إإلى  دعوةة  ل اا
ما  [في   . . . عملت  ھها  ن اا لعربي.  اا م  ل عا ل اا في  یية  ن ما برل باتت  تخا ن اا لاجرااء  أأوولى  من  ووااحدةة 
في  تركي  ل اا مم  نظا ل وواا  ،٬ ا تركیي في  االأمریيكي  مم  نظا ل اا فرضض  یيمكنك  لا  دیيمقرااططیية]  ل اا یيخص 

 . (٢۲٠۰١۱٤ فة٬،  یي خل (آآلل   “ ددةة ا یي ق ل اا ھھھهي  ھھھهذهه  تھهم.  ف ا ق ووث ناسس  ل اا فھهم  ت أأنن  علیيك  لخ  اا !فرنسا 
“Arab Spring? That 's  the business of other countries.  If  you mean 
by "Arab Spring" the call  for democratic reform, then we started 
that process 10 years ago. We were one of the first  to have 
parliamentary elections in the Arab world.  I t  worked…[In regards 
to democracy] you cannot transpose the US system on Turkey, and 
the Turkish system on France etc.  You have to understand the 
people and their  culture.  That 's  leadership” (Al Khalifa,  2014).    22

!
As we can see,  there is  a difference in the approach by the leaders 

of Syria and Bahrain and both tr ied to separate the level of the discontent 

that led to the toppling of the regimes in Tunisia,  Libya, Yemen and 

!

!  Der Spiegel, interview with the King of Bahrain: 'Arab Spring? That's the Business of Other Countries’, 22

February 12, 2013 - www.spiegel.de/international/world/spiegel-interview-with-the-king-of-bahrain-arab-
spring-that-s-the-business-of-other-countries-a-814915.html - Accessed on May 4, 2015
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Egypt and the uprisings which unfolded in Syria and Bahrain (Katzman, 

2015: 7).  The regimes that govern Syria and Bahrain have deployed 

rhetoric that  is  aimed at  countering the effect  of the demonstrations by 

depicting the protestors as elements mobilized by foreign influence.  

Additionally,  as i t  was i l lustrated by the statement from Bashar al-Asad 

seen above, the implications of the geopolit ical  factors involved in each 

of these cases have to be reckoned with in order to determine the 

correlation between the uprisings in Tunisia,  Libya, Yemen and Egypt 

and those that occur in Syria and Bahrain (Seeberg, 2015: 1).   

In the case of Syria,  the civil  unrest  that  took place evolved into 

an outright conflict  between the mili tary forces loyal to the regime led 

by Bashar al-Asad (bolstered by Iran,  Russia and Hezbollah) and the 

opposit ion propped up by Saudi Arabia and other Arabian Gulf nations.  

The civil  unrest  that  is  taking place in Syria should be understood as a 

proxy war between Saudi Arabia and Iran,  at  least  to a certain extent.  

Both Saudi Arabia and Iran are fighting for regional dominance, which 

means that their  geopolit ical  needs and hegemony are going to be 

intertwined with the polit ical  events taking place in the aftermath of the 

Arab Spring. The Sunni-Shi’i te r if t  that  has emerged in the Middle East  

since the advent of the Arab Spring has been, to a significant extent,  

informed by the ideological confrontation between those two nations.  

From this standpoint,  there is  a historical  aspect that  is  informed by the 

!
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confrontation between Sunni and Shi ' i te elements in the Middle East 

since the onset of the Iranian revolution in 1979. Iran has increased the 

level of sectarianism in the region (Dabashi,  2013).   

The sectarian implications of the protests represent an important 

facet of the narrative tussle between the Syrian and Bahraini government 

and the protestors.  The civil  aspects of the uprising cannot be seen as 

directly l inked to religious in-fighting (Brownlee,  2007: 600).  In fact ,  in 

both the Syrian and Bahraini cases there has been a great deal of 

tolerance between different ethnic and religious factions in the approach 

to their  demands for a larger level of responsiveness to the needs and 

interests of the populace.  Furthermore,  the narrative employed by the 

protestors in Syria revolved, at  least  in the init ial  stages,  on the demand 

for the bestowal of dignity upon the Syrian cit izenry by the regime 

(Anderson, 2011: 3).  This entails  the granting of poli t ical  r ights as well  

as the endowment of a higher level of social  justice.  These demands have 

been portrayed in an eloquent fashion in one of the manifestos produced 

by the Southern Front,  one of the groups involved in the fight for 

democracy in Syria:  

!
یية  ھها وون لسورريي.  اا لشعب  اا ثوررةة  یية  ھها ن تكونن  لن  االأسد  ددةة  ا یي ق ب لحالي  اا مم  نظا ل اا ارر  ھهیي ن اا ”إإنن 
أأجل  من  لشعب  اا لنضالل  یية  ئ ھها ن ل اا ة  لمرحل اا أأنن  أمل  وون دةة٬،  جدیي یية  اا د ب تكونن  أأنن  إإلا  مم  نظا ل اا
د  جدیي ووططني  نموذذجج  ووضع  في  نجحت  یية  ئ ھها ن ل اا ة  لمرحل اا أأنن  ضمانن  أأجل  من  حریيّة.  ل اا
ا  سورریي في  ة  ل ئ ھھھها یياتت  ن مكا إإ من  دةة  جدیي وووولاددةة  االإنسانن  مة  كراا مم  ااحتراا على  قومم  یي لحكم  ل
ترةة  ف خلالل  لعمل  اا مسارر  تزمم  ل ت یية  لوططن اا لقوىى  اا جمیيع  أأنن  االضروورريي  وومن   . أأ د ب ت سوفف 
ة٬،  یي وب لجن اا لجبھهة  (اا لشعب“  اا ددةة  رراا إإ تحقیيق  ھها  ن شأ من  لتي  اا لسلطویية  اا من  قالل  ت االان

!
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 . (٢۲٠۰١۱٥  ،٬ ا سورریي أأسد  بعد  ما  ة  لمرحل لسیياسي  اا امج  برن ل !اا
“The collapse of the current Asad-led regime will  not be the end of 
the Syrian people’s revolution. The end of the regime will  be only 
the start  of a new and, hopefully,  f inal phase of the people’s 
struggle for freedom. In order to ensure that  the final  phase 
succeeds the establishment of a new national model of governance 
based on respect for human dignity and a rebirth of Syria’s 
tremendous potential  will  be init iated.  I t  is  imperative that all  
nationalist  forces commit to a course of action during the period of 
transit ion from authoritarianism that will  fulfi l l  the will  of the 
people” (Southern Front’s Polit ical  Program for Post-Asad Syria,  
2015).    23!
 The al-Asad regime was decisively opposed to the process of 

poli t ical  opening put forward by the Arab Spring demonstrators.  Bashar 

al-Asad manifested these views in an interview given to al-Ahram al-

Araby, an Egyptian magazine in 2012: 

!
 . . لمجتمع. اا ددااخل  یية  شعب ھها  دیي ل لیيست  ة.  دوول ل اا ضد  االإررھھھهابب  لمسلحة  اا لجماعاتت  اا ”تماررسس 
في  تنجح  م  ل یية]  عرب ل اا االأنظمة  إإسقاطط  [إإنن   . . لمطافف. اا یية  ھها ن في  منتصروونن  یيكونونن  لن 
خلق  على  ساعد  ما  قدرر  ب االاجتماعي  م  لظل اا ھهاء  ن إإ أأوو  دیيمقرااططیية  ل وواا لحریية  اا مصلحة 
موااجھهة  في  ھها  دیي یي دةة  یي مق تقف   لن  ة  دوول ل وواا  . . یيجوزز. لا  ذذلك٬،  وومع  لعنف٬،  اا لفوضى…  اا

 . (٢۲٠۰١۱٢۲ (االأسد٬،   “ ا ن ضد لسلاحح  اا یيحملونن  ذیين  ل اا وولئك  !أأ
“The armed groups exercise terrorism against  the state.  They are 
not popular within society. . .  they will  not be victorious in the 
end… [The overthrow of Arab regimes] had not worked in the 
interest  of freedom, democracy or ending social  injustice as much 
as i t  helped create chaos… violence,  however,  is  not allowed.. .  and 
the state will  not stand with i ts  hands t ied in the face of those who 
bear arms against  us” (al-Asad, 2012).    24

!

!  FSA Southern Front/www.spiegel.de/international/Asad Syria - 23

notgeorgesabra.wordpress.com/2015/01/06/fsa-southern-fronts-political-program-for-
post-Asad-syria/#more-1928 - Accessed on June 5th, 2015

!  Reuters, Asad says rebels will not win, calls for dialogue , September 20, 2012 -  www.reuters.com/24

article/us-syria-crisis-Asad-idUSBRE88J16220120920 - Accessed on December 22, 2015
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!
From this standpoint,  i t  may be posited that the al-Asad regime has 

used geopolit ical  grievances to suppress the scope of poli t ical  reform 

(Ibrahim, 2012).  This phenomenon is indicative of some important 

variations in the case of Syria.  Notwithstanding the importance of the 

idea of diffusion to understand the events that took place in Tunisia,  

Libya, Yemen and Egypt and the uprisings that unfolded in Syria and 

Bahrain,  the historical  and geopolit ical  connotations attached to the 

latter two cases created some differences that need to be acknowledged 

(Elbadawi,  2005: 293).  To begin with,  the push and pull  between the 

different factions involved in the Syrian Civil  War have contributed to 

establishing a diffuse narrative related to the conflict  (Aljeser,  2013).   

To be sure,  the Alawite-Sunni differences had some influence in 

the manner in which the civil  uprising evolved into an outright civil  war 

(Sarah, 2012).  There is  a level of sectarianism present in the Syrian Civil  

War that has created a very unstable si tuation in the country,  with Sunni,  

Alawite,  Druze and Christian social  groups attempting to actualize their  

needs and interests.  The destabil izing efforts of mili tary groups l ike the 

Islamic State have resulted in a t ighter control of the government forces 

over the terri tory that they currently control.  The state of social  unrest  

has exacerbated the animosities that  hark back to the period of French 

colonial  rule,  when the Alawite minority was given a significant amount 

!
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of power at  the expense of the Sunni majority group (Deeb, 2013: 69).  

This state of affairs is  responsible for reducing the scope of 

poli t ical  reform in Syria (Noueihed and Warren, 2012: 55).  However,  the 

regime led by Bashar al-Asad has used the narrative of foreign 

intervention in order to curb the level of protests that took place in Syria 

since the onset of the Arab Spring. The narrative of foreign intervention 

has been one of the most salient features of the regime installed in Syria 

by Bashar al-Asad since 2000. The content of the narrative used by the 

government is  centered on the idea that foreign domination has been used 

in order arrest  the possibil i ty of polit ical  modernization:  

!
مم  نظا ل اا لیيس  لماضیية  اا ة  ل یي ل ق ل اا لسنوااتت  اا خلالل  هه  ا ن شھهد ووما  ذذلك٬،  وومع  یيومم٬،  ل اا هه  نراا ”ما 
اقي  ب ل وواا لكوكب٬،  اا اا  ھھھهذ على  لدوولل  اا من  یيل  ل ق عددد  أأوو  ة  دوول ل ل ترتیيب  ل اا ھھھهو  اا  ووھھھهذ لمي.  عا ل اا
مع  لسطح  اا إإلى  تطفو  بعضھهم   . . . لمي  عا ل اا مم  نظا ل اا اا  ھھھهذ ددااخل  احة  لسب اا لدوولل  اا مجردد 
ما  ئ اا دد ھھھهم  مم.  تزاا وواالال لطاعة  وواا ددةة  االإرراا حسن  على  استمراارر  ب یيثبت  أأنن  وویيجب  ة٬،  صعوب
اء  ق ب ل اا على  أأسفل  إإلى  االآخریين  غرقت  ووقد  اھھھهم.  یي خطا عن  تكفیير  ل ل وبة  وومطل خطأ  على 
دیيمقرااططیية  ل اا أأصبحت  لدوولل  اا تلك  ررغباتت  مع  تواافق  یي ما   ،٬ ووھھھهكذاا آآخر.  إإشعارر  حتى  ھھھهناكك 
(االأسد٬،   “ لحضاررةة وواا االإنسانن  حقوقق  االإنسانن  حقوقق  ھھھهو  لحھهم  مصا یيدرركك  ووما  ة٬،  ل اا عد ل وواا

 . (٢۲٠۰٠۰٠۰!
“What we see today, however,  and what we experienced during the 
past  few years is  not a world order;  i t  is  the order of a state or a 
few states on this planet,  and the rest  are mere states swimming 
within this world order…Some of them float to the surface with 
difficulty,  and must continually prove their  good will ,  obedience 
and commitment.  They are always wrong and are required to atone 
for their  sins.  Others have sunk to the bottom to stay there until  
further notice.  Thus,  what conforms to the desires of those states 
has become democracy and just ice ,  and what real izes their  

!
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interests is  human rights human rights and civil ization” (al-Asad, 
2000).    25

!
 The Al Khalifa regime deployed a narrative content for the 

purposes of curbing the scope of some polit ical  demands taking place in 

Bahrain (Noueihed and Warren, 2012: 201).  The Al Khalifa regime has 

blamed Iran for instigating the state of unrest  in the country.  This is  a 

historical  dimension that is  informed by the confrontation between Sunni 

and Shi ' i te elements in the Middle East since the onset of the Iranian 

revolution in 1979. The Al Khalifa regime has blamed Iran for spreading 

the seeds of violence in the country.  This can be seen in a statement 

outlined by Bahrain’s Minister of Culture Sheikha Mai bint Mohammed 

Al Khalifa:   

!!
یيراانن٬،  إإ ددوورر  بسبب  ھھھهو  االآنن  یيجريي  ما  ددقیين٬،  صا نكونن  لكي   . اا جد ووااضح  یيراانن  إإ ”توررطط 
ة٬،  یي ووططن حركة  لیيست  یيومم  ل اا حركة   . . . أسرھھھها  ب منطقة  ل اا على  ا  یي ب سل سیيكونن  ثیير  أ ت ل اا وولكن 
دما  عن ذلك  ل فلسطیين.  مثل  االاحتلالل  تحت  لیيست  بحریين  ل اا عیية.  شیي یية  ف ئ ططا حركة  ھھھهو  بل 
أأنن  یيمكن  لا   ،٬ جراا م  ووھھھهل یياتت٬،  لمستشف وواا ة٬،  یي محل ل اا یية  تحت ل اا یية  ن ب ل اا دمیير  ت ب مواا  ا ق موااططنیين  ل اا

 . (٢۲٠۰١۱٥ فة٬،  یي خل آآلل  محمد  بنت  مي  لشیيخة  (اا فاضة“  ت نھه ”االان أ ب اا  ھھھهذ !نسمي 
“Iran’s involvement is  very clear.  To be honest,  what is  going on 
right now is about the role of Iran,  but the effect  will  be negative 
for the whole region…Today’s movement i s  not a na t ional 
movement,  i t  is  a Shi’i te sectarian movement.  Bahrain is  not under 
occupation l ike the Palestine.  So when cit izens are destroying 

!

!  President al-Asad 9th OIC Summit Speech, November 13, 2000 - 25

www.presidentAsad.net/index.php?
option=com_content&view=category&id=106&Itemid=496 - Accessed on June 4, 2015 
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local infrastructure,  hospitals,  et  cetera,  you cannot call  this as an 
“intifada” (Sheikha Mai bint Mohammed Al Khalifa,  2015).    26!
In this context,  i t  is  possible to identify a narrative that deviates 

from the rhetorical  tools which were involved in the uprisings in the 

Tunisia and Egypt (Seeberg, 2015: 4).  In the case of Bahrain,  the regime 

has received an enormous amount of support  by the Gulf Cooperation 

Council  in order to stave off the threat of geopolit ical  destabil ization 

(Ayoob, 2012: 98).  This can be seen in the case of Saudi Arabia,  whose 

interests are grounded in curtail ing the geopolit ical  influence of Iran in 

the Middle East (Ibrahim, 2012).   

These factors need to be taken into consideration when broaching 

the manner in which the events of the Arab Spring propagated into the 

region and influenced the polit ical  si tuation that is  unfolding in Bahrain 

(Ramadan, 2011: 24).  In addition, i t  is  important to highlight that  in the 

case of Bahrain,  the United States,  which has an important mili tary 

presence in the Gulf region, was will ing to work with the Bahraini 

government in order to “normalize” the si tuation. The historical  

dimension also serves to explain this state of affairs.  The geopolit ical  

tensions that arose in the region since the advent of the Iranian 

revolution in 1979 have led the United States to establish a strategic 

!

!  Hurriyet Daily News, Bahrain's minister blames Iran for crisis, April 26, 2012 -26

www.hurriyetdailynews.com/Default.aspx?pageID=238&nid=19284&NewsCatID=352 - 
Accessed on June 2, 2015
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foothold in the region. The importance of the events that  are taking place 

in Bahrain can be seen from a speech given by Hillary Clinton, former 

U.S. Secretary of State:  

!
“[We are looking] at  ways to help them to defuse the tension in 
Bahrain,  and we have already sent roughly around 500 of our 
police force,  who are there.  The Saudis are there as well .  There are 
other Gulf countries which are to support  the Bahraini Government 
and to get calm and order in Bahrain and to help both the Bahraini 
Government and people to reach to a solution which is for the best  
for the Bahraini people” (Clinton, 2011).    27

!
It  is  possible to argue that the explanation of the events of the 

Arab Spring have been generalized in a manner which does not really 

result  in the understanding of the process of poli t ical  transformation that 

is  taking place in the Middle East (Anderson, 2011: 5).  I t  appears that 

notwithstanding some similari t ies in the events that  took place in the 

Arab world since 2010, there also seems to be some differences worthy 

of consideration (Abu Shagara,  2014).  For example,  i t  could be argued 

that,  while i t  is  possible to talk about the prevalence of a revolutionary 

process in Egypt and Tunisia,  that  si tuation differs in the cases of Syria 

and Bahrain (Balgaziz,  2011: 103).   

In any case,  i t  is  important to highlight that  the cases of Syria and 

Bahrain,  along with the uprisings in Tunisia,  Libya, Yemen and Egypt are 

!
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indicative of an emerging polit ical  consciousness in the Arab world that 

have installed a new kind of social  debate in the Middle East (Balgaziz,  

2011: 106).  This polit ical  consciousness has been responsible for the 

diffusion of poli t ical  and economic grievances throughout the region 

(Della Porta and Reiter in Della Porta and Reiter (eds.)  1998: 76).  This is  

another factor that indicates the importance of transnational process of 

diffusion in order to understand the events that  unfolded in Tunisia,  

Libya, Yemen and Egypt and the uprisings that took place in Syria and 

Bahrain (Noueihed and Warren, 2012: 33).   

The Arab Spring seems to have originated a wave of polit ical  

transformation in the Arab world that has shaken the foundations of the 

systems of government in the region. There is  a realization that the 

authoritarian style of government would have to give way to a higher 

level of democratization and the fulfi l lment of the demands for social  

justice expressed by the publics of the region. In this regards and 

notwithstanding the importance of past  practice,  i t  might be argued that 

the level of social  unrest  that  emerged in both Syria and Bahrain,  since 

the advent of the Arab Spring indicates the impossibil i ty of 

understanding present events by taking a look at  the past .  The level of 

concessions granted by the Bahraini government may not be enough to 

prevent further social  unrest  (Alshehabi,  2014).  At the same time, the 

refusal of the al-Asad regime to meet the demands of the populace may 
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not necessarily lead to the demise of the regime (Sarah, 2012).   

The diffusion of the transnational ideas pertaining to the 

transformation of the polit ical  system in the Middle East has influenced 

most countries in the region, bringing about the possibil i ty of enhancing 

the level of democratic action in nations that have been ruled by 

authoritarian style of regimes for many decades.  

!
Conclusion 

In conclusion, i t  could be argued that there appears to be a level of 

diffusion of the discontent that  informed the events that  took place in 

Tunisia,  Libya, Yemen and Egypt to the uprisings that unfolded in Syria 

and Bahrain (Seeberg, 2015: 6).  There are some factors that give a 

specific complexion to the latter two cases (Fildis,  2012: 148).  As we 

have seen in the previous section, the geopolit ical  implications of the 

Syrian civil  war and the Bahraini uprising has to be factored in as an 

aspect of relevant importance in order to appraise the manner in which 

the regimes deployed a narrative geared towards containing the social  

and polit ical  upheaval taking place in those countries (Noueihed and 

Warren, 2012: 211).  The narrative propagated by the protests revolves 

around the desire to open up the polit ical  space in the Middle East.  This 

means that the system of government in this region will  have to become 

more responsive to the needs and interests of the population.  

!
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The geopolit ical  and historical  factors enumerated in the previous 

sections support  the idea that  while i t  is  possible to identify a strong 

sense of diffusion of the events of Arab Spring; a factor that  influenced 

the uprisings in Syria and Bahrain.  In spite of the differences exposed in 

the previous sections,  the process of polit ical  debate that unfolded in the 

region as a result  of the Arab Spring was responsible for establishing the 

foundations for the voicing of the dissatisfaction that took place in Syria 

and Bahrain since 2011 (Seeberg, 2015: 4).  The common elements of the 

claim of polit ical  repression and socio-economic discontent in most the 

Arab nations were responsible for creating a causal thread between the 

events that took place in Tunisia,  Libya, Yemen and Egypt and the 

uprisings that unfolded in Syria and Bahrain (Anderson, 2011: 6).  

Furthermore,  the historical  context that  inform the social  unrest  that  is  

taking place in those countries is  an important element to bear in mind 

for the purposes of ascertaining the long-term implications of the social  

unrest  brought forth by the Arab Spring. At the same, there are 

substantial  differences between the two cases,  which stem from the level 

of concessions granted to the populace by the al-Asad and Al Khalifa 

regimes respectively.  

The commonalit ies present in the Syrian and Bahraini cases stem 

from the fact  that  both the al-Asad and Al Khalifa regimes are not l iberal  

democratic in nature.  At the same time, i t  is  important to remember that 
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Bahrain has moved forward much more quickly in granting some form of 

democratic rights to i ts  population. In any case,  both countries have been 

deeply influenced by the events that  took place in the Arab world since 

2011. I t  is  in this context that  the importance of the concept diffusion in 

order to evaluate the events that  took place in Tunisia,  Libya, Yemen and 

Egypt and the uprisings that unfolded in Syria and Bahrain should be 

appraised.   

!
!
!
!
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 Chapter Three

!
 The  d i f f erences  be tween  the  cases  o f  Syr ia  and  Bahra in  and

 i t s  impl ica t ions  for the  ana lys i s  o f  the  process  o f  po l i t i ca l

 t rans format ion

!
Introduct ion  

The  ques t ion  r a i sed  in  th i s  chap te r  a sks ,  i n  wha t  ways  can  the  

d i ff e rences  be tween  the  two  upr i s ings  f ac i l i t a t e  an  under s t and ing  o f  

the  po ten t i a l  deve lopment  o f  the  p rocesses  o f  po l i t i ca l  

t r ans fo rmat ion  tha t  i s  cu r ren t ly  t ak ing  p lace  in  the  Midd le  Eas t?  Th i s  

sec t ion  o f  the  d i s se r t a t ion  wi l l  a l so  ana lyze  the  h i s to r i ca l  

background  to  the  conf ron ta t ion  unfo ld ing  in  Syr i a  and  Bahra in ,  

po in t ing  ou t  the  ma in  f ace t s  o f  the  d i scon ten t  tha t  deve loped  as  a  

r e su l t  o f  the  inab i l i ty  o f  the  r e spec t ive  r eg imes  to  open  up  the  

po l i t i ca l  sys t em.  There  wi l l  a l so  be  an  examina t ion  o f  the  s t a t e  o f  the  

cu r ren t  conf l i c t  t ak ing  p lace  in  Syr i a  and  Bahra in ,  l i nk ing  the  

deve lopment s  un fo ld ing  in  those  coun t r i e s  to  the  ove ra l l  impac t  tha t  

the  Arab  Spr ing  had  on  the  po l i t i ca l  t r ans fo rmat ion  o f  the  r eg ion .  

Fur the rmore ,  t h i s  sec t ion  o f  the  d i s se r t a t ion  wi l l  examine  the  

mos t  fundamenta l  a spec t s  o f  the  pe rcep t ions  a r i s ing  f rom the  

upheava l s  tha t  a re  t ak ing  p lace  in  Syr i a  and  Bahra in .  F rom th i s  

!
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s t andpo in t ,  i t  w i l l  be  a rgued  tha t  t he  in t e rna t iona l  communi ty  and  the  

po l i t i ca l  l eade r sh ip  o f  coun t r i e s  t end  to  see  the  upr i s ings  in  those  

coun t r i e s  a s  pa r t  and  pa rce l  o f  the  p rocess  o f  t r ans fo rmat ion  tha t  i s  

t ak ing  p lace  in  the  Midd le  Eas t .  In  add i t ion ,  the re  wi l l  be  an  

examina t ion  o f  the  d i scu r s ive  e l emen t s  employed  in  the  upr i s ings  in  

Syr i a  and  Bahra in  fo r  the  purposes  o f  f ind ing  ou t  the  s imi l a r i t i e s  and  

d i ff e rences  invo lved .  F ina l ly,  t h i s  chap te r  wi l l  ana lyze  the  ro le  o f  

h i s to r i ca l  memory  in  the  p rocess  o f  a sce r t a in ing  the  d i ff e rences  tha t  

emerge  f rom the  examina t ion  o f  the  Syr i an  and  Bahra in i  cases  and  

the  manner  in  which  th i s  exp la ins  the  p rocess  o f  po l i t i ca l  

t r ans fo rmat ion  tha t  i s  t ak ing  p lace  in  the  r eg ion .  

!
The  h i s tor ica l  background to  the  confrontat ion  unfo ld ing  in  Syr ia  

and  Bahra in  

 The  even t s  tha t  took  p lace  dur ing  the  Arab  Spr ing  a re  the  r e su l t  

o f  the  long- t e rm evo lu t ion  o f  the  sys t em of  government  in  Syr i a  and  

Bahra in .  The  “Cor rec t ive  Revo lu t ion”  tha t  occur red  in  Syr i a  in  1970 ,  

headed  by  the  Min i s t e r  o f  Defense ,  Hafez  a l -Asad ,  had  as  i t s  ma in  

purpose  the  ins t i tu t iona l i za t ion  o f  the  Syr i an  po l i t i ca l  sys t em 

accord ing  to  the  p r inc ip le  o f  the  Baa th  Pa r ty  (Z iadeh ,  2011 :  155) .  A l -

Asad  d id  manage  to  ga in  the  suppor t  o f  the  economic  e l i t e  based  in  

!
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Damascus  and  s t rove  to  p rove  h i s  c reden t i a l s  a s  a  p ious  Mus l im,  in  

o rde r  to  appease  any  poss ib le  r e luc tance  o f  the  Sunn i  ma jo r i ty  to  

accep t  h i s  ru le  (Lesch ,  2012 :  20 ) .  

 I t  i s  impor tan t  to  examine  the  h i s to r i ca l  con tex t  in  o rde r  to  

appra i se  the  way  in  which  the  a l -Asad  reg ime  managed  to  conso l ida te  

power  in  Syr i a .  One  o f  the  ways  in  which  the  a l -Asad  fami ly  was  

ab le  to  ins t i tu t iona l i ze  i t s  ru l e  was  by  fo rg ing  s t r a t eg ic  geopo l i t i ca l  

a l l i ances  wi th  some  impor tan t  ac to r s  in  the  r eg ion .  a l -Asad  worked  

in  o rde r  to  improve  re l a t ions  wi th  o the r  p rominen t  ac to r s  in  the  Arab  

wor ld ,  such  as  Egyp t  and  Saud i  Arab ia ,  i n  accordance  wi th  the  Pan-

Arab i s t  p l a t fo rm o f  the  Baa th  Pa r ty  (Wie land  and  Almqvi s t ,  2013 :  

25 ) .  However,  t he  r eg ime  l ed  by  a l -Asad  made  su re  tha t  the  members  

o f  Alawi te  I s l amic  sec t ,  t o  wh ich  h i s  f ami ly  be longed ,  occup ied  

cen t ra l  pos i t ions  in  the  po l i t i ca l  and  economic  l i f e  o f  the  coun t ry  

(Z iadeh ,  2011 :  159) .  Th i s  c rea ted  a  g rea t  dea l  o f  r e sen tmen t ,  

pa r t i cu la r ly  among  fundamenta l i s t  r e l ig ious  g roups ,  wh ich  were  

pe r iod ica l ly  sub jec t  to  bou t s  o f  r ep ress ion  a t  t he  hands  o f  the  Syr i an  

government  (Lesch ,  2012 :  33 ) .  

 When  Hafez  a l -Asad  d ied  in  2000 ,  a  pe r iod  o f  po l i t i ca l  

r e l axa t ion  ensued .  Hi s  successo r,  Basha r  a l -Asad ,  d i scussed  the  idea  

o f  ca r ry ing  ou t  po l i t i ca l  and  economic  r e fo rms ,  a imed  a t  dec reas ing  
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t he  l eve l  o f  r e s i s t ance  aga ins t  t he  r eg ime .  However,  a s  i t  t u rned  ou t ,  

t h i s  pe r iod  o f  r e l axa t ion ,  known as  the  “Damascus  Spr ing” ,  was  shor t  

l i ved  (Z iadeh ,  2011 :  162) .  Th i s  s t a t e  o f  a ffa i r s  r ep resen ted  a  was ted  

oppor tun i ty.  Basha r  a l -Asad  had  the  chance  o f  b r ing ing  abou t  a  wide r  

spec t rum of  democra t i za t ion  to  Syr i a .  U l t ima te ly,  t he  r eg ime  l ed  by  

Basha r  a l -Asad  en t renched  i t s  power  by  r e so r t ing  to  the  same  

rep ress ive  too l s  used  by  h i s  f a the r,  Hafez .  Th i s  r e su l t ed  in  a  p rocess  

o f  popu la r  un res t  t ha t  wou ld  have  i t s  ep i tome  in  the  even t s  tha t  took  

p lace  in  2011  as  pa r t  o f  the  Arab  Spr ing  (Lesch ,  2012 :  36 ) .  

 In  r ega rds  to  the  po l i t i ca l  evo lu t ion  o f  the  Kingdom of  Bahra in ,  

t he re  a re  some  s imi la r i t i e s  wi th  Syr i a ,  conce rn ing  the  deve lopment  o f  

the  c i r cums tances  tha t  l ed  to  the  soc ia l  un res t  t ha t  b roke  ou t  in  2011  

(Z iadeh ,  2011 :  166) .  Upon  the  onse t  o f  independence  f rom the  Uni t ed  

Kingdom in  1971 ,  the  ru l ing  e l i t e  in s t i tu t ed  a  sys t em of  un ive r sa l  

su ff r age  fo r  the  Na t iona l  Assembly  tha t  was  mean t  to  a s suage  any  

poss ib le  unres t  among  the  Sh i ’ i t e  ma jo r i ty  (Alo thman ,  2011) .  These  

cons t i tu t iona l  a r r angement s  were  supp lemen ted  by  l ega l  p rov i s ions  

tha t  au thor i zed  the  inca rce ra t ion  o f  peop le  deemed  to  engage  in  

ac t iv i t i e s  tha t  wou ld  th rea ten  the  s t ab i l i ty  o f  the  s t a t e  (Co le ,  2007 :  

78 ) .  F rom th i s  pe r spec t ive ,  one  cou ld  a rgue  tha t  the  h i s to r i ca l  

con tex t  i s  an  impor tan t  e l emen t  tha t  exp la ins  the  way  in  which  the  
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po l i t i ca l  sys t em of  Bahra in  evo lved  s ince  independence  f rom Br i t i sh  

ru le .  The  e l emen t s  o f  democra t i za t ion  b rough t  by  the  Al  Kha l i f a  

r eg ime  wen t  in  t andem wi th  the  a ffec t ive  ins t rumen t s  tha t  were  

needed  fo r  the  purposes  o f  ma in ta in ing  the  po l i t i ca l  s t a tus  quo  

(Alo thman ,  2011) .  

 However,  t he re  a re  some  d i ff e rences  be tween  the  Bahra in i  and  

Syr i an  case  tha t  need  to  be  h igh l igh ted .  Con t ra ry  to  the  s i tua t ion  tha t  

un fo lded  in  Syr i a ,  Bahra in  was  ab le  to  cap i t a l i ze  on  a  number  o f  

f ac to r s  to  s t em the  t ide  o f  un res t  du r ing  the  1970s  and  1980s .  The  

in f luence  o f  Arab  na t iona l i sm,  a s  we l l  a s  the  r e l a t ive ly  l ibe ra l  soc ia l  

s t ance  endorsed  by  the  Bahra in i  government ,  mean t  tha t  t he  l a t en t  

un res t  t ha t  wou ld  unfo ld  in  l a t t e r  yea r s  was  kep t  in  check  (Co le ,  

2007 :  82 ) .  These  deve lopment s  f ac i l i t a t ed ,  t o  some  degree ,  t he  

e s t ab l i shment  o f  a  cons t i tu t iona l  monarchy  in  2002 .  The  h i s to r i ca l  

c i r cums tances  tha t  l ed  to  the  onse t  o f  the  soc ia l  un res t  i n  2011  a re  

the re fo re  impor tan t  a spec t s  to  be  t aken  in to  cons ide ra t ion  fo r  the  

purposes  o f  eva lua t ion  the  impl i ca t ions  tha t  the  Arab  Spr ing  had  fo r  

the  Bahra in i  po l i t i ca l  sys t em.  

Moreover,  t he  adven t  o f  the  I r an ian  r evo lu t ion  in  1979  

p rov ided  an  impor tan t  in t e l l ec tua l  an teceden t  to  the  s t a t e  o f  un res t  

t ha t  a rose  in  the  coun t ry  in  2011  (Shar i f i ,  2012 :  31 ) .  The  I r an ian  
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r evo lu t ion  in  1979  rep resen ted  a  s ign i f i can t  mi l e s tone  in  the  po l i t i ca l  

un res t  o f  Bahra in ,  a s  I r an  began  to  ex tend  i t s  i n f luence  ac ross  the  

Midd le  Eas t ,  e spec ia l ly  in  the  Gul f  r eg ion ,  inc i t ing  soc ia l  and  

re l ig ious  ac t iv i sm among  the  Sh i ’ i t e  popu la t ion  o f  the  Midd le  Eas t .   

The  upr i s ing  tha t  took  p lace  in  Bahra in  r e sponds  to  the  

v igorous  demands  posed  by  the  Sh i ' i t e  popu la t ion ,  wh ich  c l a imed  fo r  

the  widen ing  o f  the  l eve l  o f  democra t i za t ion  in  the  Gul f  r eg ion  o f  the  

Midd le  Eas t .  The  Arab  Spr ing ,  and  the  po l i t i ca l  r epe rcuss ions  o f  the  

upr i s ings ,  have  ensured  tha t  po l i t i ca l  r e l a t ions  be tween  the  Sh i ' i t e  

popu la t ion  and  the  po l i t i ca l  l eade r sh ip  o f  the  Gul f  coun t r i e s  a re  a t  

t he  mos t  de l i ca te  po in t  s ince  the  adven t  o f  the  I r an ian  r evo lu t ion  in  

1979 .  In  add i t ion ,  i t  has  been  c l a imed  tha t  in  the  case  o f  Bahra in ,  t he  

demands  fo r  the  en f ranch i semen t  o f  the  Sh i ' i t e  popu la t ion  have  

become  synonymous  wi th  the  demands  fo r  democra t i za t ion .  

I t  i s  impor tan t  to  po in t  ou t  the  ro le  o f  the  Sh i ’ i t e  ideo logy  

p ro jec ted  by  the  I s l amic  Repub l i c  o f  I r an  in  the  p rocess  o f  po l i t i ca l  

t r ans fo rmat ion  tha t  i s  t ak ing  p lace  in  Midd le  Eas t  (Ghubash ,  2010 :  

211) .  The  ideo logy  expor t ed  by  I s l amic  Repub l i c  o f  I r an  th rea tens  

the  po l i t i ca l  founda t ions  o f  the  monarch ica l  r eg imes ,  s ince  i t  

i n s t iga te s  the  p rac t i ce  o f  r evo lu t ion  and  the  demands  fo r  soc ia l  
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j u s t i ce  and  geopo l i t i ca l  i ndependence  f rom the  Wes te rn  powers  (Abu  

Shagara ,  2014) .   

There  a re  a  number  o f  f ac to r s  tha t  need  to  be  incorpora ted  in to  

the  d i scuss ion  o f  the  cu r ren t  s t a t e  o f  a ffa i r s  un fo ld ing  in  Bahra in .  

Jones  po in t s  ou t  tha t  t he  Bahra in i  soc ie ty  i s  d iv ided  accord ing  in  

d i ff e ren t  soc ia l  s t r a t a ,  i nc lud ing  the  Al  Kha l i f a  f ami ly  and  i t s  t r iba l  

a l l i e s  in  the  upper  eche lons  a s  we l l  a s  Sunn i  e l emen t s  tha t  came  f rom 

Per s i a  ( Jones ,  2005 :  4 ) .  In  the  lowes t  eche lons ,  one  f inds  the  o r ig ina l  

Arab  t r ibes  tha t  express  an  a l l eg iance  to  the  Sh i ' i t e  I s l am.  

Fur the rmore ,  i t  mus t  be  s t a t ed  tha t  t he  demands  fo r  democra t i za t ion  

had  impor tan t  h i s to r i ca l  mi l e s tones  in  the  ea r ly  1970s  and  in  1994 ,  

when  the  demands  fo r  a  wide r  sys t em of  r ep resen ta t ion  encompassed  

va r ious  segment s  o f  the  popu la t ion ,  inc lud ing  Sunn i  e l emen t s  ( Jones ,  

2005 :  4 ) .  The  s t a t e  o f  a ff a i r s  ind ica ted  above  tha t  the  connec t s  the  

I r an ian  r evo lu t ion  and  the  onse t  o f  sec ta r i an  po l i t i c s  in  the  r eg ion  i s  

complex  one ,  and  i t  emerges  f rom the  h i s to r i ca l  con tex t  ana lyzed  in  

p rev ious  sec t ions .  The  I r an ian  r evo lu t ion  in  1979  has  l ed  to  the  

r a i s ing  t ens ions  among  the  Sh i ' i t e  popu la t ion  c l a iming  the  soc ia l  and  

economic  p rob lems  tha t  a ff ec t  th i s  soc ia l  g roup  (Ghubash ,  2010 :  

194) .   

!



�83

 One  o f  the  mos t  sa l i en t  i s sues  tha t  t r ansp i re  f rom the  ana lys i s  

o f  the  h i s to r i ca l  an teceden t s  tha t  l ed  to  the  upr i s ings  s ince  2011  i s  

the  r e l evance  o f  sec ta r i an  ac t iv i ty  in  bo th  coun t r i e s .  In  add i t ion ,  i t  i s  

poss ib le  to  under score  the  impor tance  o f  the  na r ra t ives  cons t ruc ted  

by  bo th  r eg imes  fo r  the  purposes  o f  p rov id ing  l eg i t imacy  fo r  the i r  

ru l e .  One  cou ld  a rgue  tha t  wh i l e  in  bo th  cases  the re  were  s ign i f i can t  

a t t empts  to  in t roduce  po l i t i ca l  and  economic  r e fo rms .  In  the  case  o f  

Syr i a ,  i t  f e l l  way  shor t  o f  s t a r t ing  a  p rocess  o f  democra t i za t ion  

( Ib rah im,  2012) .  The  d i ff e ren t  h i s to r i ca l  t r a j ec to ry  o f  the  Syr i an  and  

Bahra in i  po l i t i ca l  sys t em resu l t ed  wi th  the  l a t t e r,  hav ing  a  longer  

h i s to ry  o f  po l i t i ca l  openness .  

The  p rocess  o f  democra t i za t ion  in  bo th  cases  canno t  be  

d ivorced  f rom the  e l emen t  o f  to l e rance  tha t  i s  needed  to  deve lop  a  

p lu ra l i s t  sys t em of  government .  In  o the r  words ,  t he re  i s  a  danger  tha t  

the  demons t ra t ions  tha t  a re  t ak ing  p lace  in  bo th  coun t r i e s  wou ld  no t  

l ead  to  a  h ighe r  degree  o f  democra t i za t ion ,  due  to  the  inc reased  l eve l  

o f  conf l i c t  t ha t  i s  p reva len t .  In  the  case  o f  Bahra in ,  t he  chances  o f  

b r ing ing  abou t  a  p lu ra l i s t  po l i t i ca l  o rde r  r emain  v iab le ,  due  to  the  

l egacy  o f  Br i t i sh  ru le  and  the  e ffo r t s  under t aken  by  the  r eg ime  in  

o rde r  to  democra t i ze  the  po l i t i ca l  sys t em.  Indeed ,  thus  f a r,  t he  Al  

Kha l i f a  r eg ime  has  no t  r e sponded  to  the  demons t ra t ions  wi th  a  h igh  
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l eve l  o f  v io lence .   Fur the rmore ,  t he re  seems  to  be  a  g rea t  dea l  o f  

soc ia l  cohes ion  be tween  the  Sunn i  and  Sh i ' i t e  communi t i e s  on  the  

sub jec t  o f  wide r  pa r t i c ipa t ion  in  the  po l i t i ca l  p rocess  (Al j amr i ,  

2013) .  Converse ly,  i n  the  case  o f  Syr i a ,  t he  los s  o f  t e r r i to r i a l  

i n t eg r i ty  and  the  l ack  o f  he lp  f rom prominen t  members  o f  the  

in t e rna t iona l  communi ty  in  o rde r  to  r e s to re  the  cond i t ions  fo r  a  

peace fu l  r e so lu t ion  o f  the  conf l i c t  mar  the  poss ib i l i t y  o f  the  adven t  

o f  democra t i c  ru le .  The  l eve l  o f  un res t  t ha t  has  a ffec ted  the  coun t ry  

s ince  the  adven t  o f  the  Arab  Spr ing  has  no t  been  conduc ive  to  the  

poss ib i l i t y  o f  b r ing ing  abou t  a  h ighe r  l eve l  o f  democra t i za t ion  in  the  

coun t ry  (Sa rah ,  2012) .  As  we  wi l l  s ee  in  the  nex t  sec t ion ,  the  

p rob lem i s  compounded  by  the  l egacy  o f  f ive  decades  o f  Ba’th i s t  ru l e  

and  the  conf igura t ion  o f  power  exe r t ed  by  the  a l -Asad  fami ly  (Lesch ,  

2012 :  40 ) .   

!
The  s ta te  o f  the  current  conf l i c t  tak ing  p lace  in  Syr ia  and  

Bahra in  

The  Arab  Spr ing  conf l i c t s  have  spa rked  a  r e su rgence  o f  

sec ta r i an i sm s ince  the  upr i s ings  in  2011 .  Recen t  sec ta r i an  tu rmoi l  

fo l lowing  the  r emova l  o f  va r ious  au thor i t a r i an  l eade r s  in  the  Arab  

wor ld  has  been  p rovoked  by  ideo log ica l  d iv i s ions  be tween  l ibe ra l s  

!



�85

and  conse rva t ives ,  s ecu la r i s t s  and  I s l amis t s ,  and  mos t  v i s ib ly,  

be tween  the  Sunn i  and  Sh i ' i t e  f ac t ions  o f  I s l am (Lesch ,  2012 :  44 ) .  

Whi le  th i s  phenomenon  i s  no t  new wi th in  the  r eg ion ,  i t  has  a s sumed  

new d imens ions  g iven  the  r ecen t  changes  in  the  po l i t i ca l  a tmosphere .  

Whi le  r eg imes  seeming ly  ove remphas ize  the  r i sks  o f  a  sec ta r i an  

conf l i c t ,  fu r the r  inves t iga t ion  r evea l s  tha t  the  appea rance  o f  such  

conf l i c t s  se rves  the i r  bes t  i n t e res t s  (Lesch ,  2012 :  49 ) .  

 In  the  case  o f  Syr i a ,  where  sec ta r i an  t ens ions  have  g rown to  

the  mos t  a l a rming  p ropor t ions ,  t he  conf l i c t  has  been  d iv ided  a long  

p r imar i ly  r e l ig ious  l ines :  t he  Alawi te  sec t ,  a  mys t i ca l  Mus l im Sh i ’ i t e  

f ac t ion  compr i s ing  the  ru l ing  minor i ty,  and  the  Sunn i  Mus l im 

majo r i ty.  There  a re  seve ra l  r easons  fo r  th i s  conf igura t ion  o f  power.  

P rominen t  members  o f  the  Alawi te  sec t  were  pu t  in  cha rge  o f  

government  pos i t ions  by  the  F rench  ru le r s  du r ing  co lon ia l  t imes ,  i n  

o rde r  to  implement  a  po l i cy  o f  “d iv ide  and  ru le”  tha t  wou ld  a l low 

them to  keep  power.  The  French  co lon ia l  ru l e r s  were  o f  the  op in ion  

tha t  the  Sunn i  Syr i ans  cons t i tu t ed  the  mos t  s ign i f i can t  th rea t  to  the i r  

ru l e .  Fur the rmore ,  t he  a l -Asad’s  mos t  sen io r  po l i t i ca l  and  mi l i t a ry  

a s soc ia t e s  a re  a ff i l i a t e s  o f  the  sec t ,  l ead ing  to  accusa t ions  o f  

nepo t i sm and  p re jud ic i a l  f avor ing  (Lesch ,  2012 :  61 ) .  Th i s  f avor i t i sm 
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has  ex tended  to  subs id ie s  and  benef i t s  en joyed  by  Alawi -owned  

bus inesses  and  members  o f  the  upper  c l a s s .  

 The  Syr i an  c iv i l  war  d id  no t  o r ig ina te  a s  a  sec ta r i an -based  

conf l i c t  w i th  a  Sunn i  ma jo r i ty  and  a  Sh i ’ i t e -backed  reg ime  as  

an tagon i s t s ,  however.  Any  so r t  o f  sec ta r i an  rhe to r i c  was  fo r  the  mos t  

pa r t  absen t  f rom the  in i t i a l  nonv io len t  p ro tes t s ,  i t s  r ebe l  l eade r s  

op t ing  fo r  a  more  un i f i ed ,  mul t i e thn ic  f ron t  ca l l ing  fo r  un ive r sa l  

g r i evances  o f  soc ia l  and  economic  jus t i ce .  These  peace fu l  and  

inc lus ive  demons t ra t ions  posed  a  se r ious  th rea t  to  a l -Asad’s  r eg ime ,  

g iven  tha t  they  ca r r i ed  a  po ten t  na r ra t ive :  they  used  the  s logans  o f  

the  Egyp t i an  and  Tun i s i an  upr i s ings  to  ha rness  momentum wi th in  the  

con tex t  o f  a  t r ansna t iona l  movement .  These  a re  some  o f  the  s logans  

used  by  the  demons t ra to r s ,  t he re  was  a  p rominen t  use  o f  the  

fo l lowing  one :  the  peop le  wan t s  to  b r ing  down the  r eg ime .  I f  t he  a l -

Asad  reg ime  were  to  ma in ta in  o rde r  and  re in fo rce  the  s t a tus  quo ,  i t  

wou ld  need  to  p romote  a  muscu la r  coun te r-na r ra t ive .  Th i s  coun te r-

na r ra t ive  can  bes t  be  desc r ibed  as  the  dep loyment  o f  the  myth  o f  

sec ta r i an i sm,  des igned  to  a l i ena te  the  peop le  f rom each  o the r  and  

f r igh ten  them f rom become  soc ia l ly  mobi l i zed  (Wr igh t ,  2013 :  122) .  

A l -Asad  reg ime  has  been  c r i t i ca l  abou t  the  t r ansna t iona l  r e l ig ious  

ex t remism brough t  in to  Syr i a  by  ex te rna l  fo rces ,  pos i t ion ing  h imse l f  
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i n  the  p rocess  a s  the  f ea r l e s s  de fender  o f  a  r e l ig ious  minor i ty  

(Wr igh t ,  2013 :  134) .  The  s t r a t egy  dep loyed  by  the  a l -Asad  reg ime  

has  been  based  on  h igh l igh t ing  the  in f luence  o f  fo re ign  in t e rven t ion  

in  the  r i se  o f  sec ta r i an i sm.  Moreover,  t he  sub jec t  o f  p ro tes t  ( the  

Syr i an  peop le )  and  the  ob jec t  o f  p ro te s t  (human  r igh t s  in f rac t ions ,  

co r rup t ion ,  l ack  o f  po l i t i ca l  pa r t i c ipa t ion )  have  the i r  l i nks  cu t .  The  

rhe to r i c  pe r spec t ive  used  by  a l -Asad  reg ime  i s  used  by  c rea t ing  the  

necessa ry  amount  o f  t ens ion  and  r iva l ry  be tween  the  d i ff e ren t  

oppos i t ion  g roups ,  i n  o rde r  to  keep  a  g r ip  on  power  and  ma in ta in ing  

a  modicum of  soc ia l  o rde r  (Wr igh t ,  2013 :  145) .  The  use  o f  th i s  type  

o f  rhe to r i c  has  to  be  appra i sed  by  mak ing  re fe rence  to  the  h i s to r i ca l  

con tex t ,  t ha t  engendered  the  a l -Asad  reg ime  and  i t s  f i rm g r ip  on  

power,  t ha t  t he  r eg ime  was  ab le  to  ma in ta in  because  o f  s t r a t eg ic  

geopo l i t i ca l  a l l i ances  tha t  were  fo rged  (Sa rah ,  2012) .   

 Wha t  makes  th i s  conf l i c t  e spec ia l ly  vo la t i l e  and  wor thy  o f  

fu r the r  ana lys i s  i s  t he  inc lus ion  o f  ex te rna l  ac to r s ,  add ing  new 

complex i ty  to  the  upr i s ing .  The  c iv i l  war  in  Syr i a  has  insp i red  the  

invo lvement  o f  o the r  na t ions  who  seek  to  exp lo i t  t he  conf l i c t  t o  mee t  

the i r  own  ends .  For  one ,  I r an ian  l eade r sh ip  sees  i t s e l f  a t  t he  

vanguard  o f  an  ideo log ica l  conf l i c t  w i th  the  in t en t  o f  “ l ibe ra t ing”  the  

Midd le  Eas t  f rom fo re ign  in f luences .  
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 Thus ,  I r an  has  suppor ted  the  Syr i an  r eg ime  wi th  the  f low o f  

mi l i t a ry  adv i so r s ,  weapons ,  and  cap i t a l  wh i l e  some  o f  the  r ebe l  

g roups  have  r ece ived  s imi la r  po l i t i ca l  and  f inanc ia l  suppor t  f rom the  

U .S . ,  t he  U .K. ,  F rance ,  and  o the r  Wes te rn  na t ions  (The  Independen t ,  

2015) .  O the r  ma jo r  g loba l  economies ,  among  them Russ ia  and  Ch ina ,  

have  suppor ted  the  a l -Asad  reg ime  by  de fend ing  i t  aga ins t  c r i t i c i sm 

f rom the  U .N.  Secur i ty  Counc i l ,  and  in  the  case  o f  Russ ia ,  t h rough  

sh ipmen t s  o f  mun i t ions .  The  degenera t ion  o f  the  upr i s ing  in to  c iv i l  

war  has  r e su l t ed  in  l a rge  numbers  o f  Syr i an  r e fugees  f l ee ing  to  

ne ighbor ing  coun t r i e s  such  as  Lebanon ,  Turkey,  and  Jo rdan  

p rovok ing  t ens ions  wi th  loca l  popu la t ions .  In  Turkey,  fo r  example ,  

t he  p resence  o f  Sunn i  r e fugees  has  caused  anx ie ty  among  the  loca l  

Alawi te  popu la t ion  (Wr igh t ,  2013 :  149) .  F igh t ing  has  a l so  sp read  to  

Lebanon  and  I r aq ,  bo th  o f  wh ich  have  h i s to r i e s  o f  c iv i l  war  and  a re  

en tang led  in  the  Syr i an  conf l i c t .  

!
The  use  o f  sec tar ian i sm in  the  f raming  o f  the  narrat ive  used  in  

Syr ia  and  Bahra in  

Asad’s  use  o f  sec ta r i an  conf l i c t  a s  a  f r aming  dev ice  fo r  the  

Syr i an  upr i s ing  has  had  consequences  ou t s ide  o f  Syr i a  a s  we l l .  By  

re su r rec t ing  the  “cen t ra l  na r ra t ive  o f  Sh i ' i t e -Sunn i  conf l i c t , ”  Abdo  
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(2013)  wr i t e s ,  “ the  Syr i an  war  has  p rov ided  a  mechan i sm fo r  

ampl i fy ing  t r ad i t iona l  sec ta r i an  conf l i c t ,  e ff ec t ive ly  e l eva t ing  i t  t o  a  

t r ansna t iona l  a ff a i r ”  (p .  2 ) .  In  r e sponse ,  p ro tes to r s  in  the  upr i s ings  

have  somet imes  exp l i c i t ly  chosen  to  cha l l enge  the  sec ta r i an  

na r ra t ive .  The  Bahra in i  p ro tes t  movement ,  a lbe i t  was  l ed  by  Sh i ’ i t e  

p ro tes to r s ,  emerged  f rom yea r s  o f  ac t iv i sm bo th  on l ine  and  o ff l ine ,  

t hey  exp l i c i t ly  r e j ec ted  sec ta r i an i sm and  a t t r ibu ted  the  p ro tes t s  a s  

in s t ead  as  democra t i c  r e fo rm.  Whi le  a  g rea t  ma jo r i ty  o f  the  

p ro tes t e r s  were  o f  the  Sh i ' i t e  f a i th ,  a s  i s  Bahra in  a s  a  who le ,  t hey  

as su red  o the r s  tha t  they  r ep resen ted  the  po l i t i ca l  i n t e res t s  o f  bo th  

Sunn i s  and  Sh i ’ i t e s .  (Geng le r,  2015 :  144) .  The  s t a t e  o f  a ff a i r s  

ind ica ted  above  has  inc reased  po la r i za t ion  be tween  the  two  s ides  and  

marg ina l i zed  modera te s  wi th in  each .  Moreover,  i t  l eaves  Bahra in  and  

Syr i a  vu lne rab le  to  r eg iona l  in f luences  tha t  cou ld  h inde r  an  e ffo r t  t o  

r econc i l i a t ion .  Wha t  the  Bahra in i  p ro tes t  movement  has  seen  i s  a  

s t r eng thened  coa l i t i on  be tween  Saud i  Arab ia  and  Bahra in  to  p romote  

r eg iona l  s t ab i l i t y.  

I t  i s  t he re fo re  poss ib le  to  iden t i fy  a  number  o f  themes  tha t  

emerge  f rom the  con tex t  o f  the  p ro tes t s  tha t  have  t aken  p lace  in  

Syr i a  and  Bahra in .  In  the  case  o f  Bahra in ,  t he  p ro te s t s  r ep resen t  the  

cu lmina t ion  o f  yea r s  o f  ac t iv i sm by  the  Sh i ’ i t e  communi ty.  In  the  
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case  o f  Syr i a ,  t he  p ro tes t  movement  emerged  in  a  sudden  manner.  In  

the  case  o f  Bahra in ,  t he  degree  o f  po la r i za t ion  i s  no t  a s  s t rong  as  in  

the  case  o f  Syr i a .  Th i s  i s  due  to  the  f ac t  tha t  Bahra in  i s  a  r i che r  

coun t ry.  Moreover,  t he  Al  Kha l i f a  r eg ime  has  been  wi l l ing  to  make  

concess ions  a imed  a t  avo id ing  the  l eve l  o f  po la r i za t ion .  In  the  case  

o f  Bahra in ,  I r an  has  p layed  a  huge  ro le  in  p rovok ing  the  sec ta r i an  

d iv ide  and  Bahra in i  government  ends  up  pe rce iv ing  I r an  a s  an  enemy 

fo r  the  b lame  fo r  the  c iv i l  un res t  among  the  Sh i ' i t e  ma jo r i ty.  The  

s t a t e  o f  a ff a i r s  desc r ibes  above  i s  d i r ec t ly  l inked  to  the  in f luence  

tha t  the  I r an ian  r evo lu t ion  had  in  r a i s ing  the  po l i t i ca l  awareness  o f  

the  Sh i ’ i t e  communi ty  in  Bahra in .  Aga in ,  i t  i s  poss ib le  to  see  the  

in f luence  o f  the  h i s to r i ca l  con tex t  in  the  under s t and ing  o f  the  manner  

in  which  the  cu r ren t  s i tua t ion  deve loped  in  Syr i a .  

!
!
!
!
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Table  1 .  D i f ferences  be tween  Syr ia  and  Bahra in  in  regards  to  the  

f raming  o f  the  narrat ive  used   

Syria Bahrain

1- Onset of the 

confrontation

Abrupt onset of the 

confrontation: The events of the 

Arab Spring took the al-Asad 

regime by surprise – The lack 

of history of social activism is 

reflected in the fragmented 

nature of the political 

opposition to the al-Asad 

regime.

Influence of years of social 

activism: The Arab Spring was 

a corollary to a prolonged 

period of bargaining between 

the Al Khalifa regime and the 

Shi'ite community for 

accelerating of political 

participatory.

2- Level of 

polarization 

of the 

different 

communities.  

High level of polarization of 

the different communities: The 

high level of polarization is 

linked to the high level of 

foreign intervention in the 

conflict and the rhetoric 

employed by the al-Asad 

regime in order to fragment the 

opposition forces.

Low level of polarization 

between the Sunni and Shi'ite 

communities: The low level of 

polarization stems from the 

strong level of support given by 

the Sunni community to the 

demands made by the Shi'ite 

group.
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!
The  h i s to r i ca l  con tex t  a l so  se rves  to  f r ame  the  na r ra t ive  in  a  

way  tha t  su i t s  t he  in t e res t s  o f  the  r eg ime .  Rhe to r i c  l i ke  th i s  a l lows  

the  ru l ing  c l a s s  to  sub juga te  the  masses  and  ma in ta in  the  s t a tus  quo .  

The  Uni t ed  S ta t e s ,  a  d i s t an t  f ac to r  in  the  equa t ion ,  uses  Bahra in  a s  a  

hos t  fo r  the  F i f th  F lee t  o f  i t s  Navy  (Geng le r,  2015 :  149) .  Th i s  

loca t ion  i s  c ruc ia l  s t r a t eg ica l ly  fo r  the  U .S .  due  to  i t s  pos i t ion  in  the  

Arab ian  Gul f .  S ince  the  r e s t  o f  the  Midd le  Eas t  i s  no t  a lways  

sympa the t i c  to  the  Amer ican  agenda ,  the  U .S .  i s  bes t  s e rved  by  

re t a in ing  Bahra in  a s  a  coopera t ive  a l ly.  

 Bahra in  i s  a l so  c ruc ia l  a s  an  a s se t  to  Saud i  Arab ia ,  because  i t  

i s  ne ighbor  and  the  geograph ica l  in f luence  a spec t  o f  i t .  To  ma in ta in  

3- Presence of 

the enemy 

narrative.

High presence of the enemy 

narrative: The enemy rhetoric is 

used in order to fragment the 

opposition forces and prevent 

the onset of democratization.

Low presence of an enemy 

narrative: The Al Khalifa 

regime combines the element of 

political concessions with the 

strategic deployment of the 

enemy narrative; the ideology 

exported by Iran threatens the 

political foundations of the 

monarchical regime. 
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t he  s t a tus  quo  wi th in  the i r  own  borde r s ,  a s  we l l  a s  to  p reven t  fu tu re  

I r an ian  conf l i c t s ,  Saud i  Arab ia  and  o the r  Arab ian  Gul f  na t ions  have  

p ledged  p rese rve  to  the  Bahra in i  na t ion  in  the  fo rm of  mi l i t a ry  fo rces  

(Wr igh t ,  2013 :  141) .  The  Bahra in i  au thor i t i e s  have  po in ted  ou t  tha t  

the  I s l amic  Repub l i c  o f  I r an  has  d i s semina ted  the i r  i deo log ica l  

in f luence  in  the  r eg ion ,  upse t t ing  the  s t a t e  o f  soc ia l  un i ty  tha t  

p reva i l s  among  the  Sunn i  and  Sh i ’ i t e  communi t i e s .  (Al she ik ,  2014) .  

Th i s  i s  wha t  emerges  f rom a  s t a t emen t  p roduced  by  the  Min i s t ry  o f  

Fore ign  Affa i r s  o f  Bahra in ,  who  asked  I r an  to :  

!
وقف  ت ل اا وو ن  حریي ب ل اا في  ة  یي وططن ل اا ةة  دد ا یي س ل اا مم  اا ر حت اا وو رر  اا جو ل اا حسن  ددئئ  ا ب م ب مم  اا ز ت لإل [ اا ] ”
 ،٬ ة ف یي ل خ لل  آآ د  محم ن  ب د  حم أأ ن  ب د  ل ا خ خ  شیي ل اا )  “ ة یي خل اا د ل اا شؤوونن  ل اا في  دخل  ت ل اا عن 

 . (٢۲٠۰١۱٥!
“ [A]dhere  to  the  p r inc ip le s  o f  good  ne ighbors  and  re spec t  
Bahra in ’s  na t iona l  sove re ign ty  and  s top  in t e r fe r ing  in  in t e rna l  
a ff a i r s”  (She ikh  Kha l id  B in  Ahmed  Bin  Mohammed  AI  Kha l i f a ,  
2015) .    28

!
 In  case  o f  Syr i a ,  t he re  ex i s t s  a  s t rong  d icho tomy be tween  c l a s s  

and  fa i th .  Whe the r  g rounded  in  h i s to ry  o r  economics ,  t h i s  na r ra t ive  

(which  i s  confec ted  by  the  powers  tha t  be  in  o rde r  to  d iv ide  and  ru le )  

i s  exp lo i t ed  heav i ly  by  the  a l -Asad  reg ime  in  o rde r  to  a l i ena te  

!

!  Bahrain Condemns “Blatant Interference” in Its Internal Affairs by Iran, February 4, 2015 - 28

www.thetower.org/1598-bahrain-condemns-blatant-interference-in-its-internal-affairs-by-iran/ - Accessed 
on January 18, 2016
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sub jec t s  f rom themse lves  and  f rom each  o the r,  r educ ing  the  

p robab i l i ty  tha t  they  wi l l  a t t empt  to  mobi l i ze  fo r  un i t ed  an t i -

au toc ra t i c  ac t ion  (Wie land  and  Almqvis t ,  2013 :  40 ) .   Here  we  see  a  

c l ea r  con t ra s t  be tween  the  ve r t i ca l  and  hor i zon ta l  approach  to  the  

a l loca t ion  o f  power.    The  r eg ime  in  Syr i a  i s  i n t e res t ed  in  p rese rv ing  29

power  th rough  a  s t r i c t  l eve l  o f  d iv i s ion  be tween  the  po l i t i ca l  e l i t e  

and  the  peop le .  Converse ly,  t he  Syr i an  c i t i zen ry  p re fe r  a  ho r i zon ta l  

sys t em of  power  a l loca t ion .  These  na t ions  a re  a l so  sub jec t  t o  the  

ambi t ions  o f  more  power fu l  na t ions  a s  they  rea r range  the  

geopo l i t i ca l  l andscape  to  se rve  the i r  i n t e res t s .   

 We  see  how orde r  in  Bahra in  i s  in t e r twined  wi th  the  des t in i e s  

o f  seve ra l  wea l thy  na t ions  whi l e  they  devo te  cons ide rab le  t ime  and  

ene rgy  cons t ruc t ing  s t r a t eg ies  to  subdue  a  vo la t i l e  soc iopo l i t i ca l  

s i tua t ion  in  Syr i a .  Bo th  s t rugg les  seem to  se l f - consc ious ly  r e fe rence  

s t r a t eg ies  and  rhe to r i c  f rom o the r  movement s  a ff i l i a t ed  wi th  the  Arab  

Spr ing  ye t  the i r  d i f f e r ing  h i s to r i e s  o f  p ro te s t  movement s  and  

geopo l i t i ca l  s i tua t ions  have  c rea ted  d ive rgen t  ou tcomes :  a  p ro t rac ted  

and  b loody  s t rugg le  in  Syr i a ,  and  e ffec t ive ly  a  con ta ined  and  

addressed  d i scon ten t  in  Bahra in ’s  case .  

!

!

!  Vertical means there is a top down system of working towards actualizing them. Horizontal is when it is 29

grassroots-based.
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 The  process  o f  po l i t i ca l  t rans format ion  tak ing  p lace  in  Syr ia  and

 Bahra in

 To  fu l ly  apprec ia t e  the  way  in  which  the  d i ff e rences  which  

emerge  f rom the  Syr i an  and  Bahra in i  cases  i s  engender ing  the  

p rocess  o f  po l i t i ca l  t r ans fo rmat ion  in  those  coun t ry,  i t  i s  impor tan t  

to  po in t  ou t  tha t  those  d i ff e rences  a re  no t  a s  apparen t  a s  one  may  

th ink .  In  o rde r  to  jus t i fy  th i s  a s se r t ion ,  one  may  re fe r  to  the  f ac t  tha t  

the  in t e rna t iona l  communi ty  t ends  to  see  the  even t s  tha t  a re  

unfo ld ing  in  Syr i a  and  Bahra in  a s  a  con t inuum der ived  f rom the  

upheava l s  tha t  took  p lace  in  the  con tex t  o f  the  Arab  Spr ing .  

La rge  segment s  o f  the  in t e rna t iona l  communi ty  sees  the  

p ro tes t s  tha t  a re  t ak ing  p lace  in  Syr i a  and  Bahra in  a s  an  impor tan t  

componen t  o f  the  p rocess  o f  po l i t i ca l  t r ans fo rmat ion  tha t  i s  t ak ing  

p lace  in  the  Midd le  Eas t .  Th i s  t r ansp i re s  f rom a  s t a t emen t  r e l eased  

by  Pres iden t  Obama ,  g iv ing  h i s  op in ion  abou t  the  sec ta r i an  v io lence  

tha t  i s  impac t ing  on  seve ra l  pa r t s  o f  the  Midd le  Eas t :  

!
“And  th i s  inc ludes  e ffo r t s  to  r e so lve  sec ta r i an  t ens ions  tha t  
con t inue  to  su r face  in  p laces  l ike  I r aq ,  Bahra in  and  Syr i a…
Sec ta r i an  conf l i c t  has  r eemerged .   And  the  po ten t i a l  sp read  o f  
weapons  o f  mass  des t ruc t ion  con t inues  to  cas t  a  shadow over  
the  pur su i t  o f  peace…Nowhere  have  we  seen  these  t r ends  
converge  more  power fu l ly  than  in  Syr i a .   There ,  peace fu l  
p r o t e s t s  a g a i n s t  a n  a u t h o r i t a r i a n  r e g i m e  w e r e  m e t  w i t h  
r ep ress ion  and  s l augh te r.   In  the  f ace  o f  such  ca rnage ,  many  

!
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r e t r ea ted  to  the i r  s ec ta r i an  iden t i ty  - -  A lawi te  and  Sunn i ;  
Chr i s t i an  and  Kurd  - -  and  the  s i tua t ion  sp i ra l ed  in to  c iv i l  
war”  (Obama ,  2013) .    30

!!
The  concep t  o f  iden t i ty  tha t  g ives  r i se  to  the  onse t  o f  

sec ta r i an i sm i s  s t rong ly  connec ted  to  the  sys t em of  power  a l loca t ion  

tha t  i s  p resen t  in  the  Midd le  Eas t ;  where  ce r t a in  soc ia l  g roups  t end  

to  be  in  possess ion  o f  an  unfa i r  amoun t  o f  power.    The  idea  tha t  the  31

even t s  tha t  have  emerged  in  the  Midd le  Eas t  have  to  be  seen  in  an  

und i ff e ren t i a t ed  way  has  a l so  pe rmea ted  the  f r ame  o f  r e fe rence  

u t i l i zed  by  the  loca l  e l i t e s .  In  e s sence ,  bo th  the  Syr i an  and  Bahra in i  

l eade r sh ip  work  under  the  a s sumpt ion  tha t  the  even t s  o f  the  Arab  

Spr ing  have  sp read  po l i t i ca l  t ens ions ;  t ens ion  tha t  a r i se s ,  accord ing  

to  them,  f rom fo re ign  in f luence  in  the  in t e rna l  a ff a i r s  o f  the  na t ion .  

No twi ths t and ing  the  t ens ions  which  have  a ffec ted  tha t  i s  impac t ing  

the  coun t ry,  t he  Bahra in i  po l i t i ca l  l eade r sh ip  cons tan t ly  r e i t e ra t e s  

tha t  sec ta r i an i sm i s  a  p rob lem imposed  by  fo re ign  powers  such  as  

I r an :  

!!

!

 !  Remarks by President Obama in Address to the United Nations General Assembly,30

September 24, 2013 - www.whitehouse.gov/the-press-office/2013/09/24/remarks-
president-obama-address-united-nations-general-assembly - Accessed on July 6, 2015

!  The concept of identity can be defined as the series of beliefs and cultural habits that hold together a 31

particular social group. Sectarianism, which will be discussed at length in chapter five, can be defined as 
the enhancement of religious identity as a tool geared towards the achievement of specific political, social 
and/or economic aims. 



�97

ة  ل وو دد ء  ا ن ب ل ة  یي م ظیي ن ت ل اا وو ة  سیي ا سیي ل اا رؤؤىى  ل اا وو ة  كریي ف ل اا دد  و جھه ل ل ملك  ل اا ة  جلال عم  ”دد
ا  ھه لأن ا  ھه یي ططن اا و م ع  یي جم ل عع  اا د لإب اا وو ھھھهب  مواا ل ل ة  یي وو سا ت م رصا  ف ر  وف ت تي  ل اا مؤسساتت  ل اا
ن  تحصیي ل اا  ذ ھھھه كل  معاصر.  ل اا م  ل ا ع ل اا في  ن  شطیي ن ن  یي ططن اا و م ك ووررھھھهم  دد عب  ل لى  إإ سعى  ت
نن  اا د ل ب ل اا من  د  یي د ع ل اا ا  ھھھه د شھه ت تي  ل اا عاتت  لصراا اا وو ة  یي ف ئ طا ل اا رااتت  وت ت أأيي  ضد  ا  ن لادد ب
بعض  ل  ب ق من  ا  ن لادد ب في  كبت  ررت اا تي  ل اا عنف  ل اا لل  ا عم أأ من  رغم  ل اا على  لأخرىى٬،  اا
ن  یي رب ت غ م ل اا وو ن  یي م یي ق م ل اا وو لأمن  اا لل  ررجا ھهدفف  ست ت تي  ل اا ة  یي ب ا لإررھھھه اا وو ة  طرف ت م ل اا عاتت  ا جم ل اا
خ  شیي ل اا )  “ ة یي وططن ل اا ة  یي م ن ت ل اا وو دد  تصا لاق اا دد  و جھه خریيب  ووت ة  ن ت ف ل اا وو رعب  ل اا شر  ن قصد  ب

 . (٢۲٠۰١۱٣۳  ،٬ ة ف یي ل خ لل  آآ د  محم ن  ب د  حم أأ ن  ب د  ل ا !خ
“His  Majes ty ' s  suppor t  t o  in t e l l ec tua l  e ffo r t s  and  po l i t i ca l  and  
o rg a n i z a t i o n a l  v i s i o n s  f o r  t h e  c o n s t r u c t i o n  o f  a  s t a t e  o f  
in s t i tu t ions  tha t  p rov ides  equa l  oppor tun i t i e s  to  the  t a l en t s  and  
c rea t iv i ty  o f  a l l  i t s  c i t i zens  a s  they  seek  to  p lay  the i r  ro l e  a s  
a c t i v e  c i t i z e n s  o f  t h e  c o n t e m p o r a r y  w o r l d .  A l l  t h i s  h a s  
immunized  our  coun t ry  aga ins t  any  sec ta r i an  t ens ions  and  
conf l i c t s  wi tnessed  in  many  o the r  coun t r i e s ,  no twi ths t and ing  
the  ac t s  o f  v io lence  pe rpe t ra t ed  on  our  coun t ry  by  some  
e x t r e m i s t  a n d  t e r r o r i s t  g r o u p s  t a rg e t i n g  s e c u r i t y  o f f i c e r s ,  
r e s iden t s  and  expa t r i a t e s  wi th  the  in t en t ion  o f  sp read ing  t e r ro r  
a n d  d i s c o r d  a n d  s a b o t a g i n g  t h e  n a t i o n a l  e c o n o m y a n d  
d e v e l o p m e n t  e f f o r t s ”  ( S h e i k h  K h a l i d  B i n  A h m e d  B i n  
Mohammed  AI  Kha l i f a ,  2013) .    32

!
In  the  case  o f  Syr i a ,  t he re  i s  a  t endency  among  the  r e l evan t  

po l i t i ca l  ac to r s  invo lved  in  the  conf ron ta t ion  wi th  government  fo rces  

to  r ega rd  the  necess i ty  to  topp le  the  incumben t  r eg ime  as  a  s ine  qua  

non  fo r  b r in ing  abou t  po l i t i ca l  t r ans fo rmat ion .  For  ins t ance ,  t he  

Syr i an  Revo lu t iona ry  Command  Counc i l ,  wh ich  has  amalgamated  the  

d i ff e ren t  r ebe l  g roups  invo lved  in  the  f igh t  aga ins t  t he  a l -Asad  

reg ime ,  had  been  ac t ive  in  p romot ing  the  idea  o f  un i ty  among  the  

!

 !  H. E. Sheikh Khalid Bin Ahmed Bin Mohammed AI-Khalifa Minister of Foreign Affairs32

 of the Kingdom of Bahrain before the Sixty-Eighth Session of the United Nations
GeneralAssembly, New York, 30 September 2013 - gadebate.un.org/sites/default/files/
gastatements/68/BH_en.pdf - Accessed on July 6, 2015
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peop le  o f  Syr i a  r ega rd ing  the  need  to  b r ing  abou t  the  demise  o f  the  

government  among  the  in t e rna t iona l  communi ty.  Th i s  can  be  seen  

f rom a  s t a t emen t  r e l eased  by  the  o rgan iza t ion  in  Augus t  3 ,  2014 :  

!
د  ق ف  ( اا و ق ر ف وولات ا  ع یي جم ھه  ل ل اا ل  حب ب اا  و عتصم اا وو ) لى  ا ع ت وو ھه  ن حا سب ھه  ل ل اا لأمر  لا  ا ث ت م ”اا
ا  یي سورر في  م  ل ع ل اا ووططلابب  ء  ا م ل ع ل اا من  دد  عد ل  ب ق من   " اا و عتصم اا "وو ةة  رر دد ا ب م قت  طل ن اا
ھه  ل ل اا د  حم ب م  ت وو ة  سورریي ل اا لاررااضي  اا على  ة  ل م ا ع ل اا ل  ئ فصا ل اا د  وحیي ت ھهدفف  ب لك  ووذذ
فظاتت  محا ل اا لف  مخت على  ةة  د ت م م ل اا ھهاتت  جب ل اا وو ل  ئ فصا ل اا ةة  دد ا ق من  ر  یي ب ك دد  عد عع  ا م جت اا
تحت   ( ة سورریي ل اا ةة  ورر ث ل اا ةة  دد ا یي ق ل مجلس  ) ل  یي شك ت وولا:  اا لي:  یي ا م على  اا  و ق ف ت اا وو ة  سورریي ل اا
نن  ا یي ب )  “ ة سورریي ل اا ةة  ورر ث ل ل موحد  ل اا جسم  ل اا كونن  یي ل ة  سورریي ل اا ةة  ورر ث ل اا ةة  دد ا یي ق مجلس  مسمى 

 . (٢۲٠۰١۱٤  ،٬ ة یي سورر ل اا ةة  ورر ث ل اا ةة  دد ا یي ق مجلس  ل  یي شك ت !حولل 
“ In  compl iance  wi th  God’s  command  to  “ho ld  f a s t  (wa  i ’ t a s imu)  
by  the  rope  o f  God  toge the r  and  be  no t  d i sun i t ed ,”  a  number  o f  
scho la r s  and  s tuden t s  o f  r e l ig ion  (Tu l l ab  a l - ‘ I lm)  in  Syr i a  
s t a r t ed  the  “Wa I ’ t a s imu  In i t i a t ive”  wi th  the  goa l  o f  un i t ing  the  
f ac t ions  ac t ive  in  Syr i a .  Thanks  be  to  God ,  a  l a rge  number  o f  
the  l eade r s  o f  the  f ac t ions  and  f ron t s  sp read  ou t  ove r  seve ra l  
Syr i an  p rov inces  me t  and  ag reed  to  the  fo l lowing :  F i r s t :  To  
fo rm a  counc i l  t o  l ead  the  r evo lu t ion  in  Syr i a  ca l l ed  the  Syr i an  
Revo lu t iona ry  Command  Counc i l  (Maj l i s  Qiyada t  a l -Thawra  a l -
S u r i y y a )  t o  b e  t h e  u n i t e d  b o d y  f o r  t h e  S y r i a n  
r e v o l u t i o n ”  ( S t a t e m e n t  o n  t h e  F o r m a t i o n  o f  t h e  S y r i a n  
Revo lu t iona ry  Command  Counc i l ,  2014) .    33

!
As we  can  see ,  t he  t endency  to  r ega rd  the  even t s  tha t  a re  t ak ing  

p lace  in  Syr i a  and  Bahra in  in  a  non-d i ff e ren t i a t ed  manner  may  no t  be  

conduc ive  to  under s t and ing  the  fu l l  impl i ca t ions  o f  the  p rocess  o f  

t r ans fo rmat ion  tha t  i s  un fo ld ing  in  those  coun t r i e s  and  the  r ea l  

magn i tude  and  con ten t  o f  po l i t i ca l  c l eavages  tha t  a re  be ing  c rea ted  in  

those  two  coun t r i e s .  I t  i s  impor tan t  to  r ega rd  the  soc ia l  un res t  t ha t  i s  

!

!  Statement released by the Syrian Revolutionary Command Council, August 3, 2014 -  https://33

www.youtube.com/watch?v=4ry9daTPHmM&feature=youtu.be - Accessed on July 5, 2015 
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t ak ing  p lace  in  bo th  coun t r i e s  in  a  d i ff e ren t i a t ed  manner  because  the  

e l emen t s  o f  po la r i za t ion  and  sec ta r i an i sm as  we l l  a s  the  f r aming  o f  

the  na r ra t ives  tha t  underp in  i t  a re  dep loyed  in  a  d i ff e ren t  way  by  the  

a l -Asad  and  Al  Kha l i f a  r eg imes .   

!
A hi s tor ica l  ana lys i s  o f  the  d i scurs ive  e l ements  employed  in  the  

upr i s ings  in  Syr ia  and  Bahra in-S imi lar i t i e s  and  d i f f erences  

In  o rde r  to  make  a  p roper  examina t ion  o f  the  symbol i c  e l emen t s  

tha t  a re  a t t ached  to  the  upr i s ings  in  Syr i a  and  Bahra in ,  i t  i s  

impor tan t  to  t ake  in to  cons ide ra t ion  the  h i s to r i ca l  con tex t  tha t  

in f luences  the  unfo ldment  o f  the  p ro tes t s .  In  the  case  o f  Syr i a ,  t he  

l ack  o f  democra t i c  t r ad i t ion  has  no t  been  conduc ive  to  e s t ab l i sh ing  a  

nuanced  dep loyment  o f  symbol i c  and  rhe to r i c  e l emen t s  fo r  the  

purposes  o f  b r ing ing  abou t  wide r  po l i t i ca l  openness  in  the  coun t ry  

(Wie land  and  Almqvis t ,  2013 :  166) .  Th i s  exp la ins  the  sudden  

emergence  o f  v io lence  a s  a  veh ic l e  fo r  po l i t i ca l  mob i l i za t ion .  The  a l -

Asad  reg ime ,  s ince  the  ve ry  beg inn ing ,  has  f a i l ed  to  b r ing  fo r th  a  

l eve l  o f  po l i t i ca l  openness .  Th i s  a spec t  u l t ima te ly  r e su l t ed  in  the  

deve lopment  o f  under ly ing  t ens ions  be tween  the  coun t ry ’s  po l i t i ca l  

e l i t e  and  the  popu lace .  These  f ac to r s  wou ld  come  in to  bea r  when  

examin ing  the  even t s  tha t  un fo lded  in  the  coun t ry  in  a f t e rma th  o f  the  

Arab  Spr ing .  

!
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In  the  case  o f  Bahra in ,  t he  upr i s ings  tha t  have  been  t aken  p lace  

s ince  the  adven t  o f  the  Arab  Spr ing  a re  in fo rmed  by  the  g radua l  

p rocess  o f  po l i t i ca l  openness  tha t  was  p rope l l ed  by  the  Al  Kha l i f a  

r eg ime  s ince  the  1970s .  Th i s  l eve l  o f  l i be ra l i za t ion  has  r e su l t ed  in  

the  nuanced  p ro jec t ion  o f  po l i t i ca l  and  economic  d i s sa t i s f ac t ion  

d i r ec ted  aga ins t  t he  Al  Kha l i f a  r eg ime  (Shehab i  and  Owen  Jones ,  

2015 :  119) .  In  add i t ion ,  the  h i s to ry  o f  concess ion  in fo rms  the  manner  

in  which  the  soc ia l  fo rces  o f  the  na t ion  a re  mobi l i zed  in  o rde r  to  

b r ing  fo rward  a  b roader  degree  o f  po l i t i ca l  openness .  F rom th i s  

pe r spec t ive ,  i t  may  be  pos i t ed  tha t  the  h i s to ry  o f  concess ions  g ran ted  

to  the  popu lace  by  the  Bahra in i  government  has  been  in f luen t i a l  

among  the  Bahra in i  c i t i zens .  The  Al  Kha l i f a  r eg ime  has  been  wi l l ing  

to  c rea te  concess ions  t a rge ted  a t  avo id ing  the  l eve l  o f  po la r i za t ion  

(Alshahab i ,  2014) .  

One  o f  the  mos t  s ign i f i can t  e l emen t s  invo lved  in  the  upr i s ings  

tha t  a re  t ak ing  p lace  in  the  Arab  wor ld  conce rns  the  use  o f  s logans  

tha t  can  se rve  to  mobi l i ze  the  d r ive  towards  the  r e fo rm of  the  

po l i t i ca l  sys t em.    F rom an  examina t ion  o f  soc ia l  med ia  s i t e s ,  i t  i s  34

poss ib le  to  de tec t  a  number  o f  s imi la r i t i e s  and  d i ff e rences  invo lved  

!

!  Chapter four will discuss the power of social media as an instrument for disseminating 34

information. That chapter will also provide images that correspond with the uprisings that 
are taking place in Syria and Bahrain. Chapter five will interpret the narratives attached 
to the slogans used by the protestors as well as the statement issued by the political 
actors involved in the uprisings.
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i n  the  dep loyment  o f  the  rhe to r i c  tha t  a re  mean t  to  acce le ra t e  the  

p rocess  o f  po l i t i ca l  t r ans fo rmat ion  in  Syr i a  and  Bahra in .  

One  o f  the  s logans  used  in  the  Syr i an  upr i s ing  was : ا  ن ل ا م ھه  ل ل اا ا  یي  

ھه ل ل اا ا  یي غیيركك   /  Ya  a l lah  malna  ghayrak  ya  a l lah  /  Our  v ic to ry  wi l l  come 

f rom God .    Th i s  s logan  deno tes  a  number  o f  impor tan t  a spec t s .  To  35

beg in  wi th ,  t h i s  s logan  i s  in f luenced  by  the  I s l amic  r ev iva l  tha t  has  

t aken  p lace  in  the  r eg ion  in  the  a f t e rma th  o f  the  Arab  Spr ing .  F rom 

th i s  s t andpo in t ,  one  may  a rgue  tha t  th i s  s logan  i s  ind ica t ive  o f  the  

connec t ion  be tween  th i s  I s l amic  awaken ing  and  a  democra t i c  r ev iva l .  

A l though  these  two  t e rms  may  be  con t rad ic to ry  in  some  ways ,  t he  

Arab  Spr ing  has  b rough t  to  the  fo re  the  need  to  b r ing  abou t  a  wide r  

l eve l  o f  democra t i za t ion  in  the  Midd le  Eas t .  I t  migh t  be  a rgued  tha t  

the  I s l amic  awaken ing  tha t  i s  t ak ing  p lace  in  the  Midd le  Eas t  a s  a  

r e su l t  o f  the  adven t  o f  the  Arab  Spr ing  may  have  r e su l t ed  in  an  

inc reased  po l i t i ca l  awareness  on  the  pa r t  o f  the  pub l i c s  o f  the  r eg ion  

rega rd ing  the  ac tua l i za t ion  o f  the i r  po l i t i ca l  and  soc ia l  r igh t s .  In  

tu rn ,  t he  p rocess  o f  I s l amic  awaken ing  migh t  have  been  re spons ib le  

fo r  b r ing ing  abou t  the  poss ib i l i t y  o f  democra t i za t ion  in  the  Midd le  

Eas t .  In  th i s  con tex t ,  i t  cou ld  be  pos i t ed  tha t  the  r ev iva l  o f  I s l amic  

!

!  Slogan 1: “Our victory will come from God” December 30, 2013 - https://ar-ar.facebook.com/35

ya.allah.malna.gheirak - Accessed on May 20, 2015
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sen t imen t  may  be  an  a l t e rna t ive  way  to  open  up  the  po l i t i ca l  p rocess  

and  ushe r  in  a  more  r e spons ive  sys tem of  government .  

The  s logan  may  a l so  po in t  ou t  to  the  r e l a t ive ly  h igh  l eve l  o f  

un i ty  tha t  emerged  in  Syr i a  a s  a  r e su l t  o f  the  upr i s ing ,  wi th  Mus l ims  

and  Chr i s t i ans  march ing  toge the r  in  o rde r  to  demand  a  h ighe r  l eve l  

o f  democra t i za t ion  on  a  r egu la r  bas i s .  Coopera t ion  be tween  the  

d i ff e ren t  g roups  t ends  to  p reva i l  when  the re  i s  a  p rospec t  o f  b roader  

pa r t i c ipa t ion  in  the  po l i t i ca l  p rocess  fo r  a l l  g roups .  Converse ly,  t he re  

seems  to  be  a  r ev iva l  o f  sec ta r i an i sm when  th i s  p rospec t  i s  b lu r red  

(Tarabzoun i ,  2011) .  

The  use  o f  r e l ig ious  e l emen t s  cons t i tu t e s  one  o f  the  mos t  

s ign i f i can t  rhe to r i ca l  t oo l s  employed  in  o rde r  to  amalgamate  suppor t  

fo r  the  cause  o f  po l i t i ca l  r e fo rm.  Th i s  can  be  seen  in  the  fo l lowing  

two  s logans ,  dep loyed  by  the  Syr i an  oppos i t ion :  

!
- ووبس  . . ة ّ یي ر ح  . . ة سورریي  . . ھه ل ل اا  /  A l lah . .  Sur iah . .  hur iya . .  wa  bas  /  

God . .  Syr i a . .  F reedom. .  and  tha t ’s  i t    36

!
- ة یي ووططن ةة  ووحد ة  سورریي ة  یي و عل وولا  ة  یي سن لا   /  La  Soun iah  wa la  a l ’awiah  

Sur iah  wah’dah  wa t ’tan iah  /  Nei the r  Sunn i  no r  Alawi te  Syr i a  
i s  na t iona l  un i ty  

 37!

!

�  Slogan 2: “God.. Syria.. Freedom.. and that’s it” May 15, 2011 https://www.youtube.com/watch?36

v=ntUD0XWvR8Q - Accessed on December 25, 2015

�  Slogan 3: “Neither Sunni nor Alawite Syria is national unity” April 5, 2013 - https://www.facebook.com/37

mohammad.revolution/posts/446751638744993 - Accessed on July 20, 2015
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The  re l ig ious  conno ta t ions  invo lved  in  the  upr i s ing  can  a l so  be  

seen  in  the  case  o f  Bahra in ,  a s  ev idence  in  these  s logans :  

!
- ھه ل ل لا  إإ ركع  ن ن  ل  /  Lan  nar ’ka  e l la  l e l laah  /  We wi l l  on ly  knee l  to  

God    38!
- ة ل ذ ل اا ا  ن م ھهاتت  یي ھھھه  /  Hayha t  minna  z i l la  /  Woe un to  the  Wre tched    39!
- ة ع ووشیي ة  سن نن  خواا إإ  . . ھه ع یي ب ن ا م وططن  ل اا اا  ذ ھھھه  /  Ha tha  a lwa tan  ma’nab ie ’ah . .  

i khwan  Sunna  wa  Sh i ’ah  /  Th i s  homeland  i s  no t  fo r  sa l e . .  
b ro the r s  Sunn i  and  Sh i ’ i t e    40

!
The  use  o f  these  s logans  deno tes  a  t endency  to  r ega rd  the  

s t rugg le  fo r  po l i t i ca l  t r ans fo rmat ion  a s  a  r e l ig ious  du ty,  i n fo rmed  by  

the  a spec t  o f  un i ty  be tween  the  Sh i ' i t e  and  Sunn i  communi t i e s .    A t  41

the  same  t ime ,  the re  was  a  b ig  focus  made  on  the  f ac t  tha t  the  

u l t ima te  a im o f  the  p ro tes t s  was  to  exe r t  a  degree  o f  po l i t i ca l  

t r ans fo rmat ion .  Th i s  can  be  seen  in  the  fo l lowing  s logans ,  u sed  by  

p ro tes to r s  in  Syr i a  and  Bahra in :  

!

!

!  Slogan 4: “We will only kneel to God” March 18, 2011 - https://www.youtube.com/watch?38

v=rW9OJrcLbKg - Accessed on July 20, 2015

!  Slogan 5: “Woe unto the Wretched” April 21, 2011 - https://www.youtube.com/watch?39

v=9C9G6XuDX_0 - Accessed on October 10, 2015 

!  Slogan 6: “This homeland is not for sale.. brothers Sunni and Shi’ite” May 18, 2012 - https://twitter.com/40

AMJK88/status/203555274785689600 - Accessed on July 10, 2015

!  Politicized religion serves to evoke the sentiment that is needed in order to mobilize the social protestors 41

in the Arab nations. The influence of religious sentiment in the Middle East is important in order to 
appraise the real possibilities for political transformation in the region.
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- مشرووعة ا  ن ب ل مطا ة  یي م سل ا  ن ت حرك  /  ha ’ rak tuna  sa lmiah  ma ta l ibuna  
mashro ’ah  /  Our  movement  i s  peace fu l  ou r  demands  a re  
l eg i t ima te    42!

- ة یي م سل ة  یي م سل  /  Sa lmiah  sa lmiah  /  Peace fu l  Peace fu l    43!
- ة ّ یي ر ح ةة  ورر ث ا  ن ت ورر ث  . . ة یي م سل ة  یي م سل  /  Sa lmiah  sa lmiah . .  t hawra tuna  

t h a w r a t  h u r r i y a  /  P e a c f u l  p e a c f u l . .  o u r  r e v o l u t i o n  i s  
r evo lu t ion  fo r  f r eedom     44!

 On  e  may  a rgue  tha t  t he  ma in  d i ff e rence  tha t  can  be  h igh l igh ted  

be tween  the  use  o f  s logans  in  the  Syr i an  and  Bahra in i  case  i s  t he  

u l t ima te  goa l  o f  the  po l i t i ca l  s logans  be ing  u t i l i zed .  In  the  case  o f  

Syr i a ,  t he  demands  fo r  po l i t i ca l  r e fo rm resu l t  f rom the  f ac t  t ha t  t he  

ma jo r i ty  o f  the  popu la t ion  has  no t  been  democra t i ca l ly  r ep resen ted .  

In  the  case  o f  Bahra in ,  t he  p ro tes to r s  have  c l a imed  tha t  the  ma in  

mot iva t ion  i s  to  ensure  fo r  acce le ra t ing  o f  the  democra t i za t ion .   

 I t  i s  a l so  poss ib le  to  s t a t e  tha t ,  i n  bo th  cases  in  Syr i a  and  

Bahra in ,  t he  s logans  emphas ized  the  r e so lu te  na tu re  o f  the  p ro tes t  

movement  and  the  de te rmina t ion  to  see  th i s  phenomenon  to  a  

success fu l  comple t ion :  

!

!

!  Slogan 7: “Our movement is peaceful our demands are legitimate” October 11, 2011 - https://42

twitter.com/BahrainPulse/status/124006847945515008?lang=en - Accessed on July 10, 2015

!  Slogan 8: “Peaceful Peaceful” May 9, 2011 - https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=k2jpiVvOktI - 43

Accessed on July 10, 2015

!  Slogan 9: “Peacful peacful.. our revolution is revolution for freedom” September 26, 2011 - https://44

www.youtube.com/watch?v=wiMKstssxEQ - Accessed on July 10, 2015
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- ة ّ یي ر ح ة  ّ یي ر ح  /  Hurr iya  hurr i ya  /  Freedom Freedom    45!
- حد اا وو سورريي  ل اا شعب  ل اا حد  اا وو حد  اا وو حد  اا وو  /  Wahid  wah id  wah id  ash - shab  

a l -Sur i  wah id  /  One  One  One  the  Syr i an  Peop le  a re  One     46!
- ة ّ یي ر ح ا  ھھھه د ب ة  ووسورریي ة  یي و ق ل اا ا  ن ت م ھه ب وو رر  شا ب ل اا  و ل یي ش ن ا  ن د ب  /  Bidna  na’sh i lu  

l ’Bashar  be ’h ime tna  a lqawiah  wa  Sur iah  bedha  hur iya  /  We 
wan t  to  r emove  Basha r  by  our   power fu l  in t e res t  and  Syr i a  
wan t s  f r eedom    47!

- سجونن ل ا ب لي  ل اا ا  ن وولادد ا  ن د ب  /  Bidna  awladna  i l l i  b i  sa jun  /  We want  
ou r  k ids  who  a re  in  the  p r i sons    48

!
In  the  case  o f  Bahra in ,  t he  fo l lowing  s logans  a re  be ing  used  by  

the  p ro tes to r s :  

!
- د حم سقط  یي  /  Yasqu t  Hamad  /  Down Hamad    49!
- مم ظا ن ل اا اطط  سق إإ حتى  ونن  ق ا ب  /  Baqun  ha t ’a  i sqa t  a l ’n i zam /  We wi l l  

s t ay  t i l l  t he  f a l l  o f  the  r eg ime    50!

!

!  Slogan 10: “Freedom Freedom” March 27, 2012 - https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Yt-8PJjuRxg - 45

Accessed on November 3, 2015

!  Slogan 11: “One One One the Syrian People are One” April 13, 2011 - https://www.youtube.com/watch?46

v=E1g1b3adRVs - Accessed on November 3, 2015

!  Slogan 12: “We want to remove Bashar by our  powerful interest and Syria wants freedom” August 18, 47

2012 - https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=4JhrAIj3o0U - Accessed on November 3, 2015

!  Slogan 13: “We want our kids who are in the prisons” March 18, 2015 - https://www.youtube.com/48

watch?v=Imf-n8ZrQeY - Accessed on November 3, 2015

!  Slogan 14: “Down Hamad” December 16, 2015 - https://twitter.com/sufala_media/status/49

677095146601730048 - Accessed on December 25, 2015

!  Slogan 15: “We will stay till the fall of the regime” August 24, 2015 - https://twitter.com/a7rarqurayah/50

status/635856036667092992 - Accessed on December 25, 2015
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- مم ظا ن ل اا اطط  سق اا حتى   . رر. اا حو لا  رر  اا حو لا   /  La  h iwar  la  h iwar. .  ha t ta  
i s ’qaa t  a l ’n i z zam /  No  d ia logue  no  d ia logue . .  un t i l  t he  
ove r th row of  the  r eg ime    51!

These  s logans  ind ica te  a  h igh  l eve l  o f  de te rmina t ion  to  ensure  

the  success  o f  the  demand  fo r  the  democra t i za t ion  o f  the  po l i t i ca l  

sys t em.  In  the  case  o f  Syr i a ,  t he  rhe to r i ca l  i n s t rumen t s  dep loyed  

th rough  the  s logans  were  a l so  mean t  to  r e s to re  a  l eve l  o f  d ign i ty  to  

the  Syr i an  peop le ,  who  had  been  po l i t i ca l ly  oppressed  fo r  decades  

under  the  Asad  reg ime  (Wie land  and  Almqvis t ,  2013 :  39 ) .    I t  i s  52

poss ib le  to  a rgue  tha t  the  d i ff e rences  de tec ted  in  the  use  o f  the  

po l i t i ca l  s logans  ind ica te  some  fundamenta l  d i ff e rences  r ega rd ing  the  

u l t ima te  a ims  o f  the  p ro tes to r s .  To  be  su re ,  t he re  a re  impor tan t  

commona l i t i e s  tha t  s t em f rom the  wi l l ingness  to  b r ing  abou t  the  

r e s t ruc tu r ing  o f  the  po l i t i ca l  sys t em (Wel l s ,  2015 :  51 ) .  However,  t he  

ma in  d i ff e rence  r e s ides  in  the  ca l l  fo r  the  acce le ra t ion  o f  the  p rocess  

o f  po l i t i ca l  t r ans fo rmat ion  in  Syr i a  a s  we l l  a s  the  magn i tude  o f  the  

changes  r equ i red  in  o rde r  to  b r ing  abou t  g rea te r  degree  o f  

democra t i za t ion .  

!
!

!

!  Slogan 16: “No dialogue no dialogue.. until the overthrow of the regime” September 3, 2012 - https://ar-51

ar.facebook.com/NoDialogue.Feb14 - Accessed on December 25, 2015

!  Dignity entails the granting of political rights as well as the endowment of a higher level of social 52

justice.
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The  ro le  o f  h i s tor ica l  memory  in  the  upr i s ings  that  are  tak ing  

p lace  in  Syr ia  and  Bahra in  

 The  concep t  o f  h i s to r i ca l  memory  i s  an  impor tan t  one  in  o rde r  

to  fu l ly  eva lua te  the  impl i ca t ions  o f  the  rhe to r i ca l  too l s  dep loyed  by  

the  oppos i t ion  g roups  in  Syr i a  and  Bahra in  and  the  d i ff e rences  tha t  

emerge  f rom an  examina t ion  o f  the  two  cases .  The  concep t  o f  

h i s to r i ca l  memory  can  be  de f ined  as  the  r eco l l ec t ions  o f  the  pas t  

u sed  by  members  o f  soc ie ty  in  o rde r  to  ac tua l i ze  a  se t  o f  po l i t i ca l  

i n t e res t s .  Dav i s  (2005)  wr i t e s :  “His to r i ca l  memory  may  be  de f ined  as  

the  co l l ec t ive  under s t and ing  tha t  a  spec i f i c  g roup  sha res  abou t  even t s  

in  the  pas t  t ha t  i s  pe rce ives  to  have  shaped  i t s  cu r ren t  economic ,  

soc ia l ,  cu l tu ra l ,  and  po l i t i ca l  s t a tues  and  iden t i ty”  (p .  4 ) .  The  

oppos i t ion  g roups  have  a  be t t e r  o rgan iza t iona l  s t ruc tu re  in  Bahra in  

a s  we l l  a s  a  b roader  h i s to ry  o f  pa r t i c ipa t ion  in  the  p rocess  o f  

po l i t i ca l  t r ans fo rmat ion ,  a s  seen  in  the  case  o f  the  po l i t i ca l  pa r ty  a l -

Wifaq .  The  Sh i ' i t e  oppos i t ion  g roups  in  Bahra in  fo l low the  

h ie ra rch ica l  l ead  in fo rmed  by  the  doc t r ine  o f  a l -Mar ja ,  wh ich  ins i s t s  

on  the  doc t r ine  o f  emula t ion  and  fo l lowing  the  r e l ig ious  au thor i ty  o f  

a  h igh ly  r e spec ted  c l e r i c  to  b r ing  abou t  po l i t i ca l  change  (Dav i s ,  

2005 :  109) .  

To  da te ,  t he  scho la r sh ip  has  iden t i f i ed  two  types  o f  h i s to r i ca l  

memory  tha t  a re  r e l evan t  to  th i s  s tudy.  The  mos t  s ign i f i can t  type  o f  

!
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h i s to r i ca l  memory  i s  the  one  tha t  i s  s anc t ioned  by  the  s t a t e  and  

conce rns  the  shap ing  o f  co l l ec t ive  iden t i t i e s  (Dav i s ,  2005 :  111) .  Th i s  

i s  accompl i shed  by  man ipu la t ing  ce r t a in  images  which  co r respond  to  

the  need  shape  a  pa r t i cu la r  po l i t i ca l  i den t i ty  tha t  se rves  the  po l i t i ca l  

s t a tus  quo .  Th i s  type  o f  h i s to r i ca l  memory  may  be  somet imes  

ove r r idden  by  one  tha t  i s  based  on  the  need  to  r eappra i se  the  pos i t ion  

o f  a  pa r t i cu la r  soc ia l  g roup  who  fee l s  d i sen f ranch i sed  (Dav i s ,  2005 :  

103) .  

 In  Syr i a  and  Bahra in ,  t he re  i s  a  dua l  p rocess  o f  po l i t i c i za t ion  

in  the  manner  in  which  h i s to r i ca l  memory  i s  used .  In  the  case  o f  

Syr i a ,  t he  government  uses  i t s  rhe to r i c  to  pe rpe tua te  i t s  power,  a s  

seen  in  the  dep loyment  o f  a  d i scourse  tha t  i s  cen te red  on  the  

ideo log ica l  p r inc ip le s  o f  the  Baa th  Pa r ty.  I t  i s  impor tan t  to  ind ica te  

tha t  the  in f luence  o f  Baa th  ideo logy  has  somewha t  waned  in  r ecen t  

t imes  (Sa rah ,  2012) .  However,  membersh ip  in  the  Baa th  Pa r ty  

con t inues  to  be  a  r equ i remen t  in  to  ho ld  any  pos i t ion  o f  power  wi th in  

Syr i a .  Some  o f  the  ma in  t ene t s  p roc la imed  by  the  Baa th  Pa r ty  inc lude  

the  need  to  bu i ld  an  economy which  re f l ec t s  the  soc ia l  needs  o f  the  

popu la t ion ,  the  p rese rva t ion  o f  independence  f rom fo re ign  powers  

and  the  p romot ion  o f  a  Pan-Arab i s t  po l i t i ca l  wor ldv iew (Neep ,  2014 :  

104) .  In  f ac t ,  t he  bas i c  p r inc ip le s  tha t  gu ide  the  Baa th  Pa r ty  a re  

!



�109

based  on  the  pe renn ia l  na tu re  o f  the  Arab  na t ion ,  t r anscend ing  a l l  

poss ib le  sec ta r i an  boundar i e s :  

!
“The  Arab  na t ion  i s  cons ide red ,  ph i losoph ica l ly  speak ing ,  no t  
a s  a  soc ia l  and  economic  fo rmat ion ,  bu t  a s  a  t r anscenden t  f ac t  
in sp i r ing  d i ff e ren t  fo rms ,  one  o f  i t s  h ighes t  con t r ibu t ions  
t ak ing  the  fo rm of  I s l am”  (Pe t ran ,  1978 :  44 ) .  !
In  th i s  con tex t ,  i t  i s  eas i e r  to  under s t and  the  manner  in  which  

the  a l -Asad  reg ime  dep loys  i t s  d i scu r s ive  mechan i sms .  The  s logans  

u t i l i zed  by  the  Baa th  Pa r ty  a re  mean t  to  r e in fo rce  pa r t i cu la r  fo rm of  

h i s to r i ca l  memory  in  a  way  tha t  p romotes  the  su rv iva l  o f  the  r eg ime  

(McHugo ,  2015 :  37 ) .  The  a l -Asad  reg ime  has  c l a imed  tha t  ce r t a in  

fo re ign  powers  have  a  ves t ed  in t e res t  i n  see ing  abou t  the  demise  o f  

the  po l i t i ca l  sys t em in  cu r ren t  ope ra t ion ;  an  even t  tha t  cou ld  l ead  to  

the  to t a l  co l l apse  o f  the  coun t ry,  accord ing  to  the  na t ion ’s  po l i t i ca l  

e l i t e .     A t  the  same  t ime ,  th i s  na r ra t ive  i s  con tes t ed  by  the  53

pro tes to r s ,  who  have  been  in f luen t i a l  i n  p rese rv ing  the  h i s to r i ca l  

memory  o f  the  independence  movement  tha t  l ed  to  the  se l f -

de te rmina t ion  o f  the  coun t ry  in  the  ea r ly  1930s  (Neep ,  2014 :  49 ) .   

In  the  case  o f  Bahra in ,  t he  r eg ime  has  made  re fe rence  to  the  

h i s to r i ca l  memory  o f  ba rga in ing  wi th  the  d i ff e ren t  soc ia l  and  

po l i t i ca l  fo rces  o f  the  na t ion .  Th i s  i s  done  by  re fe r r ing  to  a  h i s to r i ca l  

!

!  The al-Asad regime has also deployed this rhetorical tool among overseas Syrian communities - https://53

www.facebook.com/events/523555907657853/ - 
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memory,  wh ich  i s  l i nked  to  the  p rocess  o f  po l i t i ca l  l i be ra l i za t ion  tha t  

has  t aken  p lace  in  the  coun t ry  s ince  the  1970s .  The  d i ff e ren t  

h i s to r i ca l  t r a j ec to ry  o f  the  Syr i an  and  Bahra in i  po l i t i ca l  sys t em 

resu l t ed  wi th  the  l a t t e r,  hav ing  a  longer  h i s to ry  o f  po l i t i ca l  openness .  

In  th i s  con tex t ,  t he  p ro tes t s  tha t  have  emerged  in  Bahra in  have  

focused  on  an t i - r eg ime  na r ra t ive  and  the  p ro tes to r s  have  cons tan t ly  

t r i ed  to  debunk  the  government  na r ra t ive .  To  be  su re ,  i t  i s  impor tan t  

to  r emark  tha t  use  o f  h i s to r i ca l  memory  on  bo th  s ides  o f  the  

conf ron ta t ion  has  become  an  impor tan t  too l  in  o rde r  in  shap ing  the  

conf igura t ion  o f  a  new po l i t i ca l  compac t ,  based  on  the  inev i t ab i l i ty  

o f  the  p rocess  o f  democra t i za t ion  and  the  ba rga in ing  mechan i sms  tha t  

a re  needed  in  o rde r  to  a t t a in  th i s  goa l  (Ka tzmann ,  2004 :  38 ) .   

!
Conclus ion  

By way  o f  conc lus ion ,  an  ana lys i s  o f  the  d i ff e rences  tha t  

emerge  be tween  the  two  upr i s ings  f ac i l i t a t e s  an  impor tan t  

comprehens ion  o f  the  po ten t i a l  fo r  po l i t i ca l  t r ans fo rmat ion  in  the  

Midd le  Eas t  ( Ib rah im,  2012) .  The  rhe to r i c  used  by  the  p ro tes to r s  

(dep loyed  th rough  the  use  o f  s logans )  and  the  usage  o f  h i s to r i ca l  

memory  i s  impor tan t  fo r  the  purposes  o f  under s t and ing  the  

d i ff e rences  tha t  emerged  in  each  case  and  the  way  in  which  they  

a ffec ted  the  p rocess  o f  po l i t i ca l  t r ans fo rmat ion .  The  s logans  u t i l i zed  

!
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by  the  p ro tes to r s  in  bo th  coun t r i e s  have  a  g rea t  dea l  in  common,  a s  

the  p ro tes to r s  a re  in t e res t ed  in  b r ing ing  in  a  f avorab le  to  the  

p ro tes to r s  demands  type  o f  government  in  bo th  coun t r i e s  (Sa rah ,  

2012) .  

Never the le s s ,  t he  ca l l s  fo r  the  end  o f  the  r eg ime  in  each  

coun t ry  d i ff e r  in  subs tan t i a l  ways .  Th i s  can  be  seen  in  the  case  o f  

Syr i a ,  where  the  s logans  used  ind ica te  the  wi l l ingness  o f  the  Syr i an  

popu la t ion  to  ach ieve  a  p ro found  t r ans fo rmat ion  o f  the  po l i t i ca l  

sys t em (Shar i f i ,  2012 :  50 ) .  In  the  case  o f  Bahra in ,  t he  usage  o f  

s logans  c l a ims  the  eage rness  on  the  pa r t  o f  the  d i s sa t i s f i ed  Sh i ’ i t e  

soc ia l  g roups  to  b r ing  abou t  a  l i be ra l  democra t i c  government  fo r  the  

Sh i ' i t e  communi ty.  A t  the  same  t ime ,  i t  shou ld  be  no ted  tha t  t he  many  

s logans  used  by  the  p ro tes to r s  in  the  Midd le  Eas t  have  been  dep loyed  

fo r  the  purposes  o f  b r ing ing   abou t  po l i t i ca l  t r ans fo rmat ion  in  bo th  

coun t r i e s  (Shar i f i ,  2012 :  54 ) .   

In  the  case  o f  Syr i a ,  i t  appea r s  tha t  th i s  rhe to r i ca l  t oo l  i s  

dep loyed  in  a  manner  tha t  appea l s  to  the  o r ig ins  o f  the  movement  fo r  

se l f -de te rmina t ion  tha t  t ook  p lace  in  the  1930s  (Wie land  and  

Almqvi s t ,  2013 :  51 ;  Wr igh t ,  2013 :  63 ) .  A t  the  same  t ime ,  the  a l -Asad  

reg ime  has  been  ac t ive  in  p romot ing  the  use  o f  h i s to r i ca l  memory  in  

a  manner  tha t  emphas izes  the  need  to  keep  Syr i a  f r ee  f rom fo re ign  

in t rus ion  (Wie land  and  Almqvis t ,  2013  54 ;  Dav i s ,  2005 :  105) .  Th i s  

!
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means  tha t  the  chances  o f  r e so lv ing  the  conf ron ta t ion  in  a  peace fu l  

manner  a re  d im,  a s  ne i the r  s ide  i s  wi l l ing  to  engage  in  the  p rocess  o f  

po l i t i ca l  ba rga in ing  (Abu  Shegara ,  2014) .   

In  the  case  o f  Bahra in ,  t he  s t a t e  has  a t t empted  to  con ta in  the  

d i s sen t  by  mak ing  re fe rence  to  the  h i s to r i ca l  memory  o f  po l i t i ca l  

accommoda t ion  and  l ibe ra l i za t ion  tha t  has  g radua l ly  t aken  p lace  in  

the  coun t ry  s ince  the  1970s  (Shehab i  and  Owen  Jones ,  2015 :  51 ) .  

Never the le s s ,  t he  p ro te s to r s  have  been  ac t ive  in  debunk ing  many  

aspec t s  o f  th i s  rhe to r i c ,  c l a iming  the  h i s to ry  o f  in jus t i ces  and  

d i sen f ranch i semen t  d i r ec ted  a t  t he  Sh i ' i t e  communi ty  (Shehab i  and  

Owen  Jones ,  2015 :  56 ) .   

Fo r  a l l  t he  r easons  c i t ed  above ,  i t  i s  poss ib le  to  conc lude  tha t  

the  d i ff e rences  iden t i f i ed  in  the  dep loyment  o f  rhe to r i c  on  the  pa r t  o f  

the  p ro tes to r s  and  the  government  o f  au thor i t i e s  ( such  as  the  use  o f  

s logans )  in  the  cases  o f  Syr i a  and  Bahra in  a re  o f  pa ramoun t  

impor tance  in  o rde r  to  a sce r t a in  the  manner  in  which  the  p rocess  o f  

po l i t i ca l  t r ans fo rmat ion  i s  be ing  a r t i cu la t ed  in  the  a f t e rma th  o f  the  

Arab  Spr ing  (Legrenz i ,  2011 :  65 ) .  In  the  case  o f  Bahra in ,  we  see  

some  cons ide rab le  e ffo r t s  on  the  pa r t  o f  the  Al  Kha l i f a  r eg ime  to  

engage  in  a  ba rga in ing  p rocess  wi th  the  oppos i t ion  g roups  (Kha t ib ,  

2012 :  78 ) .  In  the  case  o f  Syr i a ,  t he  d i ff e rences  tha t  were  iden t i f i ed  

and  po in t  ou t  to  a  s i tua t ion  in  which  ne i the r  s ide  i s  wi l l ing  to  engage  

!
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i n  the  p rocess  o f  po l i t i ca l  ba rga in ing ,  hence  mar r ing  the  poss ib i l i t y  

o f  the  expans ion  o f  the  sys t em of  r ep resen ta t ive  government .   

!
!
!
!
!
!
!
!
!
!
!
!
!
!

!
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 Chapter Four

!
The use of the social media and the spread of anti-authoritarian rhetoric 

in the Arab world 

!
Introduction 

This chapter discusses the different ways in which the social media 

has become important tool for social change. The question to be asked in 

this chapter is the following: in an era in which social media has become 

important tool for social and political change, what can these uprisings 

teach us about how democratic, anti-authoritarian rhetoric has spread, and 

will continue spread, within the Arab world? This chapter begins by 

exploring the influence of social media on the introduction of anti-

authoritarian ideas in the context of the Syrian and Bahraini uprisings. In 

this context, social media acted as an alternative outlet for political 

expression, due to the autocratic nature of the al-Asad regime and 

monarchial system of the Al Khalifa regime. The second part of the 

argument presented in this chapter elaborates on the differences regarding 

the social acceptance of anti-authoritarian views in the Syrian and Bahraini 

cases. As such, it pays particular attention to several factors involved in the 

propagation of these views through the social media. The third section of 

!
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the chapter examines of the images of the Syrian and Bahraini uprisings 

disseminated by social media, giving special emphasis to the political 

repercussions involved in the propagation of these images. 

!
The influence of the social media on the introduction of anti-

authoritarian ideas in the context of the Syrian and Bahraini uprisings 

One of the most relevant features involved in the spread of the anti-

authoritarian views in the Arab world in the aftermath of the Arab Spring is 

the use of the social media. This communication technology has enabled the 

oppositional groups in Syria and Bahrain to disseminate their views in a 

rapid manner. Farah argues that the Arab revolutions were mainly brought 

about by the demands articulated by young people, who used the social 

media to become more activity involved in the political process (Farah, 

2015). At the same time, the use of social media for the purposes of 

spreading anti-authoritarian views has been facilitated by the fact that the 

populations of the Arab world tend to be young (Wells, 2015: 67).  

Moreover, the lack of economic opportunity was also a powerful 

factor in the propagation of revolutionary activity. Social media, made up 

for the lack of the mechanisms of social mobility. In addition, social media 

sites like Facebook and Twitter acted as a sort of public space to be used in 

!
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order to voice out long-held social, political and economic grievances and 

promote a spirit of openness (Farah, 2015).    54

Ajam points that in the Arab world, there are more than twenty 

million people who use social media.    According to Ajam, Arab people are 55

not traditionally accustomed to their grievances expressed through an open 

channel. Social media provided them with the medium of open and free 

press to communicate and express their social, political and economic 

grievances (Ajam, 2015). In other words, social media provided them with 

the medium of open and free press to communicate and express their social, 

political, economic grievances through an open channel in a spirit of 

openness (Farah, 2015). As an example of the transformation brought forth 

by social media, it should be noted that in Twitter domain, the hashtag 

#Bahrain had been mentioned almost three million times within the first two 

months of 2012 (AlZawba’i, 2014). 

The political leadership of Syria did not pay attention to the spread of 

anti-authoritarian rhetoric in the region. Instead, the regime in Syria 

attempted to control the tide of political openness which was taking place in 

the region (Lawless, 2010: 78). This can be seen in a speech given by 

!

!  Social media acts as a “public space” in the Arab world due to the inability of the public to express their 54

views in the mainstream media and civil society organizations in a free manner.

!  Most globalization scholars would agree, that the advent of the social media (such as Twitter, Facebook, 55

YouTube) revolutionized the way with in which people express themselves in political terms (Ajam, 2015).
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President Bashar al-Asad, who reiterated the illegitimacy of the demands 

made by the opposition forces: 

!
”أأيي عرضض سیياسي لا یيعتمد أأساسا على مكافحة االإررھھھهابب ووووضع حد لھه ھھھهو غیير فعالل 
… ززااددتت االدوولل االدااعمة للإررھھھهابیيیين ددعمھهم لھهم مؤخراا٬، ووفي بعض االحالاتت٬، تدخلت  یيا عمل
… لا یيمكن االاعتمادد على تغیيیيرااتت في االغربب دداامت كما أأنھها تتبع سیياسة  مباشرةة لدعمھها
لیيومم االأوولل٬، على  االكیيل بمكیيالیين. نحن لم نتوقف على ددعمھهم بل ااعتمدنا على أأنفسنا منذ اا

ا االحسنة من أأصدقاء حقیيقیيیين للشعب االسورريي“ (االأسد٬، ٢۲٠۰١۱٥).  یي لنواا !أأمل اا
“Any poli t ical presentation that does not essentially rely on 
combating terrorism and ending it is practically ineffective … 
Countries supporting have increased their support to them recently 
and in some cases, they directly intervened to back them…changes of 
the West cannot be counted on as long as they follow the double-
standards policy. We have not depended but on ourselves since the 
first day, hoping good intentions from the real friends of the Syrian 
people” (al-Asad, 2015).    56

!
Altarawli argues that the social media has become the most important 

medium of effective communication and power deployment for the 

discontented groups (Altarawli, 2013). This assertion is measured by the 

proportionality between the level of social media traffic in the Arab world 

and the level of engagement in the political process, particularly as it 

relates to the unfolding of the uprisings in geographical locales such as 

Syria and Bahrain (Wells, 2015: 188). This state of affairs indicates a causal 

mechanism between the use of social media and the propagation of political 

opinion in the Arab world. 

!

!  Talk of political solution to Syria crisis is ‘hollow, meaningless’ July 26, 2015 -  www.rt.com/news/56

310799-syria-conflict-west-terrorists/?
utm_source=browser&utm_medium=aplication_chrome&utm_campaign=chrome Accessed on July 13, 
2015
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Social media allows the young population of the any part of the world 

to highlight their discontent and dissatisfaction with the government. 

Altarawli also maintains that the social media allows this constituency to 

become aware of the historical importance of the Arab Spring and the 

political repercussions of the wave of anti-authoritarian sentiment that is 

sweeping the region (Altarawli, 2013). 

Tarabzouni maintains that social media has enabled the Arab world to 

use a forum that would enable the citizenry to develop and share ideas 

regarding the construction of a more participatory and stable political 

environment. Tarabzouni also maintains that the social media is has enabled 

the Arab citizenry to develop a civil society and circumvent the restrictions 

that exist in the framework of mainstream media (Tarabzouni, 2011). 

Nevertheless, it is also important to highlight the fact that to exert its 

influence in a more effective way, the mobilization that takes place via the 

social media needs to be accompanied by structural political change (Wells, 

2015: 177). It is also important to highlight that authors such as Ibrahim 

have pointed out the adverse reaction that the opening of the political 

debate has on society. 

 To reverse the impact of the social media of political opening, the 

Bahraini government has implemented a series of restrictions on the use of 

social media. The same modus operandi has been employed by the al-Asad 

!
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government, which is under constant attack by multiple sectarian forces 

(Ibrahim, 2012). In this context, These are actions that tend to curtail the 

extent to which the anti-authoritarian discourse may be dispersed 

throughout the Middle East (Wells, 2015: 181). 

Western commentators have been somewhat reticent to acknowledge 

the possibility that the widespread use of social media may facilitate the 

dissemination of anti-authoritarian views in the Middle East (Lawless, 2010: 

176). The social mobilization that is taking place via the social media is 

changing the political consciousness of publics in the Arab world. However, 

in the aftermath of the Arab Spring, there has not been any concerted effort 

to translate the level of mobilization propagated by the social media into 

effective political change.  

Nevertheless, there seems to be a willingness to accept that the 

political turmoil that has taken place in the Middle East in the aftermath of 

the Arab Spring. This is what emerges from an interview given by Bernard 

Lewis, where he outlined his views on the political prospects in the region: 

!
“Why should we expect them to adopt a Western system? And why 
should we expect it to work?...To lay the stress all the time on 
elections, parliamentary Western-style elections, is a dangerous 
delusion…Not because Muslims' cultural DNA is predisposed against 
it—quite the contrary…The whole Islamic tradition is very clearly 
against autocratic and irresponsible rule…There is a very strong 

!
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tradition—both historical and legal, both practical and theoretical—of 
limited, controlled government” (Lewis, 2011: 64). 

!
These are some relevant aspects to take into consideration when 

appraising the spread of anti-authoritarian views in the Middle East since 

the onset of the Arab Spring in 2011. In addition, it is important to highlight 

the fact that the spread of anti-authoritarian views across the Middle East 

does not automatically mean the entrenchment of the democratic process, as 

Fukuyama points out: 

!
“Despite those thrilling revolutionary days in Cairo's Tahrir Square in 
2011, the Arab Spring doesn't look like it will yield a real democracy 
anywhere but the country where it started, Tunisia. Still, it is likely to 
mean more responsive Arab politics over the long haul. Expectations 
that this would happen quickly were extremely unrealistic. We forget 
that following the revolutions of 1848—Europe's "Springtime of 
P e o p l e s " — d e m o c r a c y t o o k a n o t h e r 7 0 y e a r s t o 
consolidate” (Fukuyama, 2014).    57

!
Fukuyama has expressed some concerns regarding the possibility that 

social media could become a medium for the propagation of anti-

authoritarian views. The reason adduced by Fukuyama revolves around the 

inability of the liberal elements within the Arab world to fully capitalize on 

the opportunities afforded by the social media. In addition, there is a 

marked absence of a civil society and government institutions capable of 

!

!  Fukuyama, F., At the End of History Still Stands Democracy, June 6, 2014 - www.wsj.com/articles/at-57

the-end-of-history-still-stands-democracy-1402080661 - Accessed on January 6, 2016
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facilitating the advent of further political liberalization (Lawless, 2010: 81). 

Fukuyama uses the case of Egypt in order to illustrate this state of affairs:  

!
“Pol i t i ca l par t ies ex is t in order to ins t i tu t iona l ize po l i t i ca l 
participation; those who were best at organizing, like the Muslim 
Brotherhood, have walked off with most of the marbles. Facebook, it 
seems, produces a sharp, blinding flash in the pan, but it does not 
generate enough heat over an extended period to warm the 
house” (Fukuyama, 2012).    58

  

 Notwithstanding the validity of these comments, the use of social 

media has been very effective for the purposes for disseminating anti-

authoritarian views. In addition, the gradual and slow progress made in 

Syria and Bahrain in regards to the advent of a more open political 

environment indicate the difficulties involved in attempting to bring about a 

more responsive political compact. In the next section, there will be an 

evaluation of differences between in the acceptance of anti-authoritarian 

views between the Syrian and Bahraini cases (anti-autocracy in the case of 

Syria and anti-non democracy in the case of Bahrain) and the prospects for 

the propagation of political openness in the Middle East. 

!

!

!  Fukuyama, F., The Failures of the Facebook Generation in the Arab Spring, May 21, 2012 - 58

www.thedailybeast.com/articles/2012/05/21/the-failures-of-the-facebook-generation-in-the-arab-
spring.html - Accessed on January 3, 2016
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The differences between in the acceptance of anti-authoritarian views 

between the Syrian and Bahraini cases 

 As we will see in this section, the acceptance of anti-authoritarian 

views in the Arab world is intimately linked to several factors, including 

educational attainment, size of the population and access to 

communicational devices.    It is important to remark that the Syrian 59

population has a more limited access to the social media, compared to the 

Bahraini citizenry. In the case of Syria, only less than thirty per cent of the 

population has access to the Internet, compared with 97 per cent in the case 

of Bahrain (CIA World Factbook, 2015). In addition, it should be added that 

the smaller size of the Bahraini population accelerates the dissemination of 

information through the social media. 

!
!
!
!

!

!  The Arab world has traditionally accepted an authoritarian style of government, as it is often regarded as 59

more charismatic and more attentive to the needs and interests of the different social groups. It seems that 
the population of the Arab world is more comfortable with personalistic systems of government, rather than 
in the dispersion of power among several segments of society.
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Table 2. Elements that influence the differences between in the 

acceptance of anti-authoritarian views between the Syrian and Bahraini 

cases 

S y r i a B a h r a i n

1- Le v e l  o f  

i n t e r n e t  

c o n n e c t i v i t y

L o w  l e v e l  o f  i n t e r n e t  

c o n n e c t i v i t y :   T h e  

r e l a t i v e l y  l o w  l e v e l  o f  

e c o n o m i c  d e v e l o p m e n t  

a n d  t h e  p o l i t i c a l  

f r a g m e n t a t i o n  t h a t  

e x i s t s  i n  S y r i a  c o m e s  t o  

b e a r  w h e n  e x a m i n i n g  

t h e  l o w  u s a g e  o f  t h e  

i n t e r n e t  i n  S y r i a .

H i g h  l e v e l  o f  i n t e r n e t  

c o n n e c t i v i t y :  T h e  

h i g h e r  l e v e l  o f  

e c o n o m i c  d e v e l o p m e n t  

a n d  t h e  c o u n t r y ’s  

t e r r i t o r i a l  i n t e g r i t y  

e n a b l e  B a h r a i n i  

c i t i z e n s  t o  h a v e  w i d e  

a c c e s s  t o  t h e  i n t e r n e t .

!
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2- Le v e l  o f  

p r o f i c i e n c y  

i n  t h e  

E n g l i s h  

l a n g u a g e .

L o w e r  l e v e l  o f  

p r o f i c i e n c y  i n  t h e  

E n g l i s h  l a n g u a g e :  T h e  

B a a t h  i d e o l o g i c a l  i n p u t  

t h a t  i n f o r m s  t h e  S y r i a n  

e d u c a t i o n a l  s y s t e m  h a s  

b e e n  r e s p o n s i b l e  f o r  t h e  

l o w  l e v e l  o f  E n g l i s h  

k n o w l e d g e  a m o n g  

S y r i a n  c i t i z e n s .

H i g h e r  l e v e l  o f  

p r o f i c i e n c y  i n  t h e  

E n g l i s h  l a n g u a g e :  T h e  

f r i e n d l y  a t t i t u d e  

e x h i b i t e d  b y  t h e  A l  

K h a l i f a  r e g i m e  h a s  

b e e n  r e s p o n s i b l e  f o r  

t h e  h i g h e r  l e v e l  o f  

p e n e t r a t i o n  o f  t h e  

E n g l i s h  l a n g u a g e  

a m o n g  t h e  B a h r a i n i  

c i t i z e n s .

!
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!
There is also a higher level of sophistication in the manner in which 

the social media has been used for social mobilization in the case of 

Bahrain. This responds to the relatively high level of educational attainment 

that exists in Bahrain. Furthermore, the telecommunications system is much 

more better organized in Bahrain than Syria. Another aspect that also needs 

to be factored in relates to the knowledge of the English language on the 

part of the Bahraini population, which allows them to reach an international 

audience in their attempt to propagate their political demands. This is an 

3- Le v e l  o f  

e d u c a t i o n a l  

a t t a i n m e n t .

L o w e r  l e v e l  o f  

e d u c a t i o n a l  a t t a i n m e n t :  

T h e  l o w e r  l e v e l  o f  

e c o n o m i c  d e v e l o p m e n t  

t h a t  i s  p r e v a l e n t  i n  

S y r i a  h a s  l e d  t o  a  

r e d u c e d  l e v e l  o f  

e d u c a t i o n a l  a t t a i n m e n t ,  

w h i c h  a l s o  r e s u l t e d  i n  a  

l o w e r  l e v e l  o f  p o l i t i c a l  

a w a r e n e s s  a m o n g  t h e  

S y r i a n  c i t i z e n r y.

H i g h e r  l e v e l  o f  

e d u c a t i o n a l  

a t t a i n m e n t :  T h e  h i g h e r  

l e v e l  o f  e c o n o m i c  

d e v e l o p m e n t  h a s  l e d  t o  

a   h i g h e r  l e v e l  o f  

e d u c a t i o n a l  a t t a i n m e n t  

a n d  a  h i g h e r  l e v e l  o f  

p o l i t i c a l  a w a r e n e s s  

a m o n g  t h e  B a h r a i n i  

c i t i z e n r y.
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important factor to take into consideration, as the use of the English 

language allows the Bahraini population to have contact with the wider 

world and to absorb democratic ideas coming from the Western world.  

Most fundamentally, the Bahraini citizenry has been able to enjoy a 

wider level of social mobilization due to the way in which the social media 

has been used in order to raise awareness among the population through the 

attendance to mosque prayers (Bebawi and Bossio, 2014: 41). This is seen 

in the highly attended Friday prayer, where the opportunity is taken to 

disseminate audio-visual material related to the uprising. This state of 

affairs indicates the importance that religious networking has in the context 

of political mobilization (Bebawi and Bossio, 2014: 44).  

From this standpoint, one could argue that religious networking is 

therefore providing in the case of Bahrain the framework (if not the content) 

in which groups voice out of their dissatisfaction. Religious networking can 

be defined as the type of mobilization that highlights the relevance of the 

social aspects of Islamic practice for the purposes of raising political 

awareness among the populace. This is an aspect of particular importance in 

order to understand the manner in which the social media allows for the 

dissemination of views. These are aspects that do not obtain in the case of 

Syria, where the population is less homogenous and more steeped in the 

statist thinking of the Ba’th Party (De Angelis, 2015). This state of affairs 
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from the Bahraini case, where the citizenry has not been exposed to any 

particularly strong ideological output by the state. 

 Nevertheless, it is important to remark that the events that took place 

across the Arab world in 2011 have brought forward the emergence of 

citizen journalism, as seen in the proliferation of alternative media in the 

form of magazines, radio stations and websites (De Angelis, 2015).    In this 60

manner, it may be posited that in spite of the lower level of socio-economic 

development and educational attainment, the Syrian citizenry remains active 

in searching alternative ways of bringing about a more responsive political 

order through the use of the social media. These are aspects that bodes well 

for the possibility of the dissemination of anti-authoritarian views in the 

Middle East at large. The social media has propelled the reformulation of 

the tenets that inform the configuration of the political compact in the 

region. In this manner, it could be argued that the changes propelled by 

social media are ideational in nature; instead of driving forward an agenda 

based on institutional transformation. As we will see in the next section, the 

propagation of audio-visual material on the part of the protestors in Syria 

and Bahrain has led to the consolidation of the calls for political changes in 

the Middle East. 

!

!

!  An example of citizen journalism and alternative media would be the case of Wael 60

Ghonim in Egypt.
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An examination of the images of the Syrian and Bahraini uprisings 

disseminated by the social media 

One of the most salient features of the way in which social media 

allows for the dissemination of anti-authoritarian views in the cases of the 

Syrian and Bahraini uprisings is reflected in the imagery deployed by the 

protestors connected to the political upheavals that are taking place in those 

countries. 

!

Image 1: http://aljumhuriya.net/13997 (Hama, Syria on July 13, 2013) 

!
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!
Image 2: https://www.flickr.com/photos/syriafreedom/6904497841 (Damascus, 
Syria on February 19, 2012) 

!
In Images 1 and 2, we can see the presence of Syrian women in the 

protests that are unfolding in the country. This is an aspect of relevant 

importance to appreciate the impact that the social media has on the 

political of the uprising. It may be argued that that the presence of women 

in the demonstrations prevents the government forces from being more 

violent towards the protestors. The strong presence of women indicates a 

level of opening that encourages the discussion of other social issues 

pertaining to the need to bring about a more democratized level of action in 

Syria (Ibrahim, 2012). The presence of a multitude of women in the image 

indicates the comprehensive nature of the struggle, which encompasses 
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different social segments and ethnic groups. In addition, the images show in 

an eloquent manner the way in which women are taking advantage of this 

uprising in order to elevate their own position in society (Shabib, 2012). 

!

!
Image 3: http://s.alriyadh.com/2011/08/13/img/985094899960.jpg (Homs, Syria on 
August 13, 2011) 

!
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!  

Image 4: https://pbs.twimg.com/media/CT9PPjAUsAACj9Q.jpg:large  (Amman, 
Jordan on December 9, 2011) 

!
In Images 3 and 4, there is a depiction of a willingness to engage in 

political protest for the purposes of ushering in an era of democratic rule in 

Syria. We can see the presence of the Syria flags in both images. There 

seems to be a clear call to engage in political protest for the purposes of 

ushering in an era of democratic rule in Syria (Shagara, 2014). The 

propagation of these images through the social media indicate that the 
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Syrian people are responsive to the idea of the dissemination of anti-

authoritarian views in their country, in the aftermath of the Arab Spring 

(Ibrahim, 2012). 

!

!  
Image 5: http://alasr.me/articles/view/12274 (Idlib, Syria on November 26, 2011) 

!!
 Image 5 shows the extent of the political aspirations that stemmed 

from the onset of the uprising in Syria. The banner shows a number of 

protestors demanding for a change in the political leadership of Syria. At 

the same time, the image shows how the protestors framed these political 

demands within the framework of the democratic revolutions that sprawled 
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all over the Middle East. The image shows the anger of the people towards 

the al-Asad regime. Therefore, this image has the purpose of creating a clear 

political choice between further democratization or the continuation of 

autocratic rule (Abu Shegara, 2014).  

!

!
Image 6: http://www.i24news.tv/en/news/international/middle-east/61066-150214-
protests-set-to-mark-four-years-after-bahrain-uprising (Manama, Bahrain on March 
2, 2011) !!

In Image 6, we can see the description of the state of affairs that has 

been unfolding in Bahrain since the beginning of the uprising. The fact that 

a large number of women wearing the Islamic veil took to the streets of 

Manama in order to protest against the regime, points out the willingness of 

the local population to accept the anti-non democratic views that have 

become prevalent in the Middle East since the onset of the Arab Spring in 

2011. It is important to underline the fact that anti-non democratic views do 
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not necessarily convey the idea of the propagation of democratic values as 

conceived in the West. To be sure, it might denote the willingness to 

accelerate the level of government responsiveness towards the needs of the 

population. The image shown above indicates that the political demands 

propagated by the demonstrators are framed within the context of religious 

tradition. This can be seen in the wide usage of the abaya (traditional female 

Islamic robe) on the part of the women. 

At the same time, it is worth mentioning that the fact that these 

protestors were waving the flag of Bahrain indicates a willingness to engage 

in political discussions with the govenrment (Shehabi and Owen Jones, 

2015: 40). Unlike the pictures disseminated through the social media 

regarding the political situation in Syria, Image 6 portrays the feeling of 

social dissatisfaction. However, the protest is carried out with the use of the 

Bahraini flag. In any case, it is important to bring in the historical 

perspective that has informed the evolution of events in Bahrain. From this 

perspective, it may be posited that the history of concessions granted to the 

populace by the Bahraini government has been influential among the 

Bahraini people. The Al Khalifa regime has been willing to make 

concessions aimed at avoiding the level of polarization (Alshahabi, 2014). 

!
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!
Image 7: http://www.lobelog.com/wp-content/uploads/Bahrain-
Uprising-620x350.jpg (Manama, Bahrain on April 19, 2013) !!

In Image 7, we can see the way in which the protestors used the 

English language in order to propagate visual imagery that could be 

understood by the masses throughout the world. From this standpoint, it is 

important to indicate that visual imagery becomes an effective political tool 

when it is supplemented by the competent use of slogans (Ayoob, 2012: 

99).     Furthermore, it could be argued that the combination of slogans 61

written in Arabic and English, as shown in Image 7, help to entrench the 

regional and international perspective related to the uprising, clearly 

illustrating the demands posed by the protestors. At the same time, the 

!

!  This can be seen in the deployment of social activism during the events that took place in Tunisia and 61

Egypt during the initial stages of the Arab Spring, as evidenced by the demonstrations that took place in 
different parts of Bahrain.
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protestors used the English language in order to broadcast their 

dissatisfaction indicates the internationalization of the struggle against the 

regime and the constant evolution of the uprisings. 

We can see a commitment on the part of the Bahraini people to defy 

(through demonstrations and the use of the social media) the mechanisms 

deployed by the authorities (Shehabi and Owen Jones, 2015: 117). In 

addition, it is important to remark that social media has become an 

important forum for the dissemination of photographs that depict a direct 

confrontation between the Bahraini citizenry and the security forces. The 

visual representation portrayed in this image indicates the central place that 

the uprising has in the political evolution of Bahrain. 

In the case of Syria, we see a reluctance on the part of the al-Asad 

regime to deal with the political grievances expressed by opposition groups 

(Khondker, 2011: 680). This is because in the case of Syria, the uprising is 

also related to questions regarding the geopolitical reconfiguration of the 

Middle East. While in the case of Bahrain the regime has received an 

enormous amount of support by the GCC countries in order to stave off the 

threat of geopolitical destabilization (Ayoob, 2012: 98). 

 In any case, both the Syrian and Bahraini governments have also been 

active in the use of imagery meant to strengthen the status quo and 

legitimize the existing political order. This can be seen in the following 

Syrian YouTube video (https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=FO9_7TSefhQ), 
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which shows a  pro-government demonstration in Damascus, on November 

13, 2011, in response to the financial and economic sanctions imposed by 

the Arab League in 2011. This video is meant to strengthen the legitimacy of 

the regime by projecting the view that the government led by al-Asad has a 

broad level of popular support. This shows a consistent attempt at defying 

the calls for political openness instigated by the international community as 

well as several opposition groups in Syria. 

 In the case of Bahrain, there is also a use of the social media in order 

to show the support given to the Al Khalifa regime by certain segments of 

the Bahraini population (https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=io9PdI_NOv8 ). 

This video, shot in Manama on February 18, 2011, is not necessarily geared 

towards convincing the Bahraini population about the popularity of the 

regime. Instead, it is directed at illustrating some level of support for the 

regime among the international community. It is important to acknowledge 

that the al-Asad and Al Khalifa regimes enjoy some level of support among 

the key segments of populace, such as the armed forces; an aspect that has 

contributed to their entrenchment in power (Alothman, 2011). 

 As we can see, in both Syrian and Bahraini cases, the government has 

acknowledged the importance of social media in the propagation of political 

ideas. It could be argued that while Bahrain has been more active in 

responding to the calls for political openness propagated through social 

media, Syria has been more reluctant to usher in a broader level of 
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responsiveness (McHugo, 2015: 110). Social media has opened the 

discussion regarding the reconfiguration of the authoritarian political 

environment, and in the process creating a tide of change that has proven to 

be irreversible. Notwithstanding the efforts of the Syrian government to 

stem that tide, it is expected that the lively debate that has been facilitated 

by the advent of the social media could entrench the level of anti-

authoritarian sentiment in the Middle East. 

!
Conclusion  

In conclusion, the analysis of the use of the social media and the 

spread of anti-regime rhetoric in Syria and Bahrain demonstrate a number of 

important aspects regarding the prospects for the dissemination of anti-

authoritarian views in the region (Gelvin, 2011: 55). To begin with, it 

should be noted that notwithstanding some apprehension regarding the 

possibility of a wider level of democratization in the region, the level of 

mobilization facilitated by the advent of the social media has been 

influential in spreading the calls for political openness. The indicator of 

measurement that needs to be applied in order to measure political openness 

revolves around the link between social media traffic and social 

mobilization directed at creating a higher level of political awareness among 

the population (McHugo, 2015: 122). It may also be postulated that in spite 

of the differences that exist between the Syrian and Bahraini cases, there 
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seems to be a common thread; as seen in the communicational way in which 

protestors in both countries have pursued the fight for anti-regime rhetoric. 

At the same time, it is important to point out that the spread of audio-

visual material through the social media has been a relevant factor in the 

dissemination of anti-authoritarian views. The examples shown in the 

previous section demonstrates the importance of this factor in the 

propagation of the calls for political openness, in spite of the fact that the 

governments of Syria and Bahrain have used this mechanism for the 

purposes of entrenching their grip on power (Abdo, 2013: 33). For all the 

reasons cited above, it may be concluded that the social media has 

accelerated the level of political openness in the region, as it accelerated the 

process of mobilization in a part of the world with a rudimentary (but 

emerging) civil society (Ibrahim, 2012).   

!
!
!
!
!
!
!
!
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Chapter Five 

!
The relationship between sectarianism and social justice discourse in the 

case of the uprisings taking place in Syria and Bahrain 

!
Introduction 

 The question that will guide the writing of this chapter is the following 

one: in what ways can the discursive elements of the uprisings in Syria and 

Bahrain help us to understand how the framing of the conflict has been posed 

as a sectarian conflagration on the part of the political elites, and the 

democracy or social justice based dimension propagated by the protestors? 

One of the most salient features of the uprisings which are taking place in 

Syria and Bahrain relates to the differences in the discourse utilized by 

political elites and protestors. While the first constituency labors under the 

assumption that the protests are taking place as a result of sectarian 

sentiment, the demonstrators emphasize the notion that the protests are the 

result of the desire of vast percentage of the population to bring about a 

higher level of democratization and social justice in those countries. 

 This chapter raises the question pertaining to the way in which the 

discourses on sectarianism and social justice are interconnected in the cases 

of Syria and Bahrain. This chapter analyzes the meaning of sectarianism 
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within the context of Islamist social movements and its implications for the 

understanding of the uprisings that are taking place in Syria and Bahrain. It 

also examines the way in which sectarianism is shaping the political evolution 

of the uprisings in both nations as well the narrative attached to the slogans 

used by the protestors and the government in Syria and Bahrain. 

!
The semantic and conceptual definitions of the notions of sectarianism 

and social justice 

Sectarianism is the politicization of religious or ethnic identity as an 

alternative mode of collective social identity. The concept of sectarianism 

that needs to be operationalized to examine the onset of conflict in the Arab 

world in the aftermath of the Arab Spring and the spread of anti-authoritarian 

rhetoric revolves around the idea that certain social groups create a set of 

political demands geared towards bolstering the social standing of this 

collective (Durac and Cavatorta, 2015: 88). There is a historical perspective 

that informs the course of events that is taking place in both Syria and 

Bahrain. The Middle East is a region that has been profoundly affected by the 

onset of sectarianism. In this context, the Iranian revolution of 1979 became a 

powerful motivation of the notion of sectarianism, as it created an awakening 

of Shi’ite/Alawite religious fervor in the Middle East. The spread of 

sectarianism is often linked to the negation of political rights for certain 
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social groups (Durac and Cavatorta, 2015: 91). Altuwaijri maintains that 

sectarianism has become a source of discord in the political structures of 

many countries across the Arab world. This sectarianism is fuelled by the 

cleavage that originated with the advent of the Iranian revolution in 1979. 

The expansion of the doctrinal tenets of Shi’ite ideology has had a profound 

impact on the region, as it ushered in the rise of sectarianism in region. The 

phenomenon described above has threatened nations in the region (Altuwaijri, 

2015). Alsheik argues that sectarianism is an instrument that prevents the 

democratization of the Arab world according to a national narrative aimed at 

constructing a broad social consensus among the different communities 

(Alsheik, 2014).  

In the case of Syria, the onset of sectarianism has led many segments 

of the population to blame the lack of actualization of political and economic 

rights on parts of the population with connection to the circles of power 

(Khatib, 2012: 103). This is the reason why various groups of Sunni 

extraction, which tend to create individuated political demands that tend to 

run counter to the social rights of communities such as the Alawites, closely 

linked to the al-Asad regime (Amel, 2013: 51). 

In the case of Bahrain, the operationalization of the concept of 

sectarianism is manifested in a slightly different way. The dividing lines 

within the level of political demands are rooted in the fragmentation between 
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the Al Khalifa regime and the protestors are better defined than in the case of 

Syria (Ameen, 2015). While the protestors have established their own set of 

political demands, they have done in the context of the consensus between the 

Shi’ite and Sunni communities (Khatib, 2012: 108). 

At the same time, social justice is the provision of fair treatment and 

wider participation of the citizenry in the political and economic system. It is 

incumbent to broach us the concept of social justice to determine the manner 

in which it is intertwined with the notion of sectarianism (Milton-Edwards, 

2011: 133). The concept of social justice is based on the idea of the 

actualization of the political rights of disenfranchised groups through the 

spread of anti-authoritarian views in the Middle East (Milton-Edwards, 2011: 

139).  

In the case of Syria, the concept of social justice is operationalized by 

the spread of anti-authoritarian views and the promotion of civil rights which 

are geared towards compelling the opening of the political space (Durac and 

Cavatorta, 2015: 91). In the case of Bahrain, the notion of concept of social 

justices leads to the spread of anti-non democracy, albeit from the perspective 

of a closer level of cooperation between the Shi'ite and Sunni communities. 

!
!
The meaning of sectarianism within the context of Islamist social 

movements 

!
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 Before examining the manner in which sectarianism affects the 

discourse used by the actors of Syria and Bahrain, it is incumbent to define 

the meaning of sectarianism and situate it in the context of the development 

of Islamist social movements. The sectarian issue poses a series of challenges 

to the relations between the state and the citizenry (Ameen, 2015). Ghalioun 

argues that the sources of legitimacy enjoyed by the state are compromised 

when there is a fracture caused by the onset of sectarianism. That cleavage is 

caused by the political friction that is caused as a result of the drive towards 

the accomplishment of political and social rights by the different social and 

political groups involved in the confrontation. This prevents the state from 

maintaining the level of power that is necessary to monopolize the use of 

violence within its borders (Ghalioun, 2012: 104). The presence of social and 

political activism based on religion propagates the decoupling between the 

state and the citizenry when it is based around the actualization of sectarian 

interests. 

 Sectarianism may be defined as the rhetorical and pragmatic mode that 

propels political actions among the members of disenfranchised social groups. 

In recent years, there has been a surge of Islamist activity in the Middle East 

at large, which in many cases derived in the configuration of political parties 

that attempted to carve a space for themselves in the democratized social 

space (Wiktorowicz, 2004: 46). The Da’wa Party in Iraq, which purports to 
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represent the interests of the country’s Shi’ite majority, has been influential 

in democratizing the political space. At the same time, the advances of 

Islamist political parties in countries such as Egypt produced the coming to 

power of the Muslim Brotherhood, which attempted to maximize their 

presence in the political arena through the attempt to reconstitute the cultural 

foundations of the country from the top down (Wiktorowicz, 2004: 49). 

Aldakhil points out that the best way to examine the outburst of 

sectarianism that is affecting the Middle East is by looking at the history of 

Islam. The doctrinal differences that arose between Sunni and Shi’ite were of 

a political rather than a religious nature. Therefore, the traditional slogans 

used in the context of the political circumstances that inform the protests in 

Syria and Bahrain employ religious elements for the purposes of disguising 

the true intentions of the demonstrations (Aldakhil, 2015). Several Arab 

authors and commentators have pointed out the advent of sectarian politics in 

the aftermath of the Arab Spring (Ibrahim, 2012; Abu Shegara, 2014). 

According to this perspective, the phenomenon of sectarian politics in Iraq 

after the toppling of Saddam Hussein has been extended to Lebanon and Syria 

as well as North Africa, where the old rivalries between the Arab and Berber 

segments of the population has been reignited as a result of the general state 

of political tension reigning in the region (Wiktorowicz, 2004: 114).  
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This phenomenon seems to be inimical to the idea of pooling social 

resources for the purposes of initiated the process of full democratization in 

the Middle East (Abu Shagara, 2014). In the context of the uprisings that have 

been taking place in Syria, sectarianism as well as foreign influence has 

become a discursive tool to deflect criticism towards the regime and pin down 

the blame on the protestors for the onset of violence. There are some 

important differences and similarities that can be identified. As the al-Asad 

regime in Syria is dominated by members of a religious minority (Alawite 

Shi’ism). This means that there is a natural tendency for the regime to accuse 

opposition groups of sectarianism to bolster their own legitimacy 

(Wiktorowicz, 2004: 119). In addition, it seems that in the case of Syria, there 

is a gradual realization on the part of some segments of the population 

regarding the inevitability of the political decay leading to sectarianism, 

notwithstanding the efforts of the protestors to present a common front 

(Abdo, 2013: 39). This case does not apply in regards to the demonstrations 

that are taking place in Bahrain, where the Shi'ite protestors have been 

seeking the support of their Sunni counterparts in the extension of democratic 

rights for the Bahraini population (Deeb, 2015: 144).  

!
The notion of sectarianism in the context of the uprisings unfolding in 

Syria and Bahrain 
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Sectarianism seems to be a contested concept, which needs to be 

examined in according to the political circumstances prevailing in Syria and 

Bahrain. Deeb maintains that the level of sectarianism in Syria is not strong 

enough as to be backed up by strong scientific evidence. In addition, the 

author argues that even if the range of sectarianism existed, it is not acute 

enough in order to cause a significant cleavage in the political process (Deeb, 

2015: 17). Most importantly, the author argues that the sectarianism should be 

understood as a social construct geared towards the institutionalization of 

individuated communal identities, and not as an element that demarcates the 

political sphere (Sharifi, 2012: 26). In this context, it could be argued that 

under this categorization, the regime that is currently in power in Syria 

should not be construed as an “Alawite” regime but as the epitome of a 

particular political template instead as the standard-bearer of the aspirations 

of the Alawite sect (Deeb, 2015: 19).  From this standpoint, it may be posited 

that sectarianism is used by the opposition as a tool in order to advance their 

own political agenda (Abdo, 2013: 67).  

There is another perspective which links the rise of sectarianism to the 

manner in which the al-Asad regime reacted to the demands for political 

openness that are propagated by the protestors: 

!

!



�148

”في بلد عندمن تقمع قضایياھھھها االطائفیية بقسوةة لعقودد عدیيدةة٬، ووحیيث " اانفجارر االمسألة 
االطائفیية" كانن االاتھهامم للتغطیية ضد كل االمعاررضیين االسیياسیيیين٬، وواالنمو االھهائل في االخطاباتت 

االطائفیية للقبض على االنخبة االمثقفة تماما على حیين غرةة“ (ددیيبو٬، ٢۲٠۰١۱٤). 

“In a country where sectarian issues were ruthlessly suppressed for 
many decades, and where “instigating sectarian tensions” was a blanket 
accusation against all political dissidents, the explosive growth in 
sectarian discourses caught the intellectual elite completely off 
guard” (Dibo, 2014).    62

!
The statement shown above indicates the difficulties inherent in 

attempting to use the notion of sectarianism in order to explain the political 

transformation which is taking place in Syria. Sectarianism seems to be a 

relatively new phenomenon in Syria, at least in terms of its deployment for 

political purposes. It would appear that the phenomenon appeared as a 

response to the inability of the al-Asad regime to bring about a modicum of 

democratization to the country. According to Dibo, what is needed is: 

”لتجاووزز تبسیيط مسألة االنظر عما إإذذاا كانن االنظامم االسورريي ھھھهو في االوااقع ططائفیيا أأمم لا٬، یيجب 
أأنن یيتم تحقیيق ووتأططیير للمفاھھھهیيم االأساسیية - ووخاصة االطائفیية منھها ووعلاقتھها بالسلطة“ (ددیيبو٬، 

 .(٢۲٠۰١۱٤!
“[T]o move beyond the simplistic question of whether the Syrian 
regime is indeed  sectarian or not, but rather to investigate and to 
critically frame the underlying concepts - particularly, sectarianism and 
its relation to authority” (Dibo, 2014).    63

!

!

!  Opening the debate on sectarianism in Syria, September, 22, 2014 - https://www.opendemocracy.net/62

arab-awakening/mohammad-dibo/opening-debate-on-sectarianism-in-syria-arabic - Accessed on August 15, 
2015

!  Opening the debate on sectarianism in Syria, September 22, 2014 - https://www.opendemocracy.net/63

arab-awakening/mohammad-dibo/opening-debate-on-sectarianism-in-syria-arabic - Accessed on August 15, 
2015
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 The al-Asad regime has nonetheless been active in accusing the 

protestors of responding to the sectarian interests of prominent Arab 

monarchical regimes that are willing to prop up their legitimacy by engaging 

in a proxy confrontation with countries allied to Iran: 

!
”لا تزاالل االثوررةة االسورریية مستمرةة٬، ووااصبحت لدیيھها ططبیيعتانن٬، ططبیيعة حرااكك سیياسي سلمي٬، 
ووططبیيعة عنفیية متمثلة بالجیيش االسورريي االحر٬، االذيي نشأ كرددةة فعل على االقمع االوحشي االذيي 
اانتھهجھه نظامم االاسد بموااجھهة االحركة االشعبیية. ووررغم االبیياناتت وواالھهتافاتت االمتعدددةة االتي ااططلقھها 
ً للطائفیية ووللمطالبة بوحدةة االشعب االسورريي٬، نرىى االكثیير من االقوىى  االثواارر في سورریيا٬، ررفضا
یيّن اانن االثوررةة تطغى علیيھها االجماعاتت االاسلامیية االمتطرفة٬، االتي  ب ت االمساندةة للنظامم تحاوولل اانن 
تدعمھها االسعوددیية ووقطر٬، ووبالمقابل تحاوولل ھھھهذهه االقوىى بالشرااكة مع االنظامم كما لو كانن نظاماً 

!علمانیيا تقدمیيا٬، ووحامیيا للأقلیياتت االدیينیية“ (أأبوظظاھھھهر٬، ٢۲٠۰١۱٣۳). 
“The Syrian revolutionary process is still ongoing and has taken now 
both a peaceful and armed nature to confront the violent repression of 
the regime. The popular movement in Syria, despite its messages, 
statements and chants of unity and solidarity of the Syrian people, had 
had to face the continuous accusations by the regime and some specific 
groups on the left regionally and internationally of being dominated by 
religious extremist Islamist …… while the supporters of the regime has 
portrayed the Asad regime as secular and protector of the religious 
minorities” (Abu Ḍahir, 2013).    64

!
Dauib maintains that the issue of sectarianism is related to the gradual 

political transition that has taken place in Syria in the last two decades, with 

the rise of opposition to the regime and the slow Islamization of society. This 

is an aspect of particular importance to appraise the onset of sectarian 

violence in Syria, particularly when taking into consideration the historical 

context that led to the onset of social unrest in 2011. Since the 1980s, the 

!

!  Sectarianism and the Assad regime in Syria, March 2013 - http://permanentrevolution-journal.org/ar/64

issue3/assaad-sectarianism-syria -   Accessed on August 15, 2015
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Muslim Brotherhood has been making inroads into the political arena of the 

nation. One of the consequences of this state of affairs is related to the 

jihadist drive that contributed to the advent of the military struggle against 

the regime in the aftermath of the Arab Spring (Dauib, 2015). 

Alzain maintains that the issue of sectarianism has to be examined in a 

more rigorous way to ascertain the manner in which it has affected the 

political evolution of Syria. In this context, it is relevant to remark that in 

other locales the rise of sectarianism did not degenerate into a situation of 

widespread violence, as seen in the case of Bahrain (Alzain, 2014). In the 

case of Syria, the issue of sectarianism has derived in a state of warfare in 

which every segment has been able to carve a territorial space, eventually 

leading to the fragmentation of Syria. In other words, sectarianism did not 

create the conditions for widespread conflict. Instead, it could be argued that 

sectarianism was brought forth by the advent of conflict in the context of the 

events of the Arab Spring. The dissemination of social and political 

grievances were responsible for fragmenting the social space into the 

different groups with particular needs and interests. At the same time, it has 

been noted that geopolitical matters are of paramount importance in order to 

appreciate the relevance of sectarian issues in the conflict that is taking place 

in Syria (Alzain, 2014). 

!
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Ameen argues that there are difficulties in ascertaining whether one 

should look to sectarianism as the real reason behind the upheavals that are 

unfolding in Syria. This poses a significant methodological problems which 

prevent scholars from assessing the implications of the conflict that is 

unfolding in Syria. The main methodological problem pertains to the state of 

confusion that appears to arise from the way in which the drive towards the 

actualization of communal interests has been misunderstood by the 

international publics as sectarianism (Ameen, 2015). In this context, it is 

important to point out that there seems to be some differences between the 

Syrian and Bahraini case in this regard. In the case of Syria, both the 

protestors and the regime seem to use sectarianism as a political tool. For 

example, the protestors tend to associate political repression to the influence 

of the Alawite community. At the same time, the government tends to point its 

fingers at the Sunni community in order to explain the state of political 

disarray. It pays to highlight that the level of fragmentation that has unfolded 

in Syria (with the occupation of much of the country by the forces of the 

Islamic State) has expanded the level of sectarianism to a significant extent. 

Syria has been territorially reconfigured in a way that reflects its ethnic 

diversity, with the Islamic State occupying the Sunni-majority areas and the 

al-Asad regime in charge of the areas with a substantial Alawite population 

(Abu Shagara, 2014). Nevertheless, in the case of Bahrain, sectarianism 

appear to derive from external influences and the regime noted that the 
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protests stem from the growing influence of Iran amongst the Shi’ite segment 

of society. The Al Khalifa government pointed out this influence by using the 

state television, which showed that the social unrest in the country has been 

caused by the dissemination of the interests of Iran among the Shi'ite Bahraini 

population (Altarawli, 2013; Karolak, 2011: 7). 

The al-Asad regime has linked the onset of hostilities to the rise of 

sectarianism. Sectarianism which in the view of the Syrian regime is 

propagated by elements which are keen on asserting political control over the 

country. According to Bashar al-Asad, this represents a throwback to the 

colonial era: 

!
”أأما بالنسبة للغربب٬، سلیيل االاستعمارر ووسیياسة االتفرقة وواالفتنة االطائفیية االمقیيتة٬، فإنھه ھھھهو االذيي 
یيغلق بابب االحواارر وولیيس نحن٬، لأنھها تستخدمم لإعطاء أأوواامر للإنقیيادد٬، وونحن معتاددوونن على 
االسیياددةة وواالاستقلالل ووحریيّة االقراارر٬، لأنھه مدمن على أأجرااء ووقھهراا وولأننا ررفعت على االكراامة 

!وواالعزةة٬، ووھھھهكذاا سنبقى“ (االأسد٬، ٢۲٠۰١۱٣۳). 
“As for the west, the descendant of colonialism and in the policy of 
division and despicable sectarian strife, it is the one who closed the 
door of dialogue not us, because it's used to giving orders to the 
submissive, and we're used to sovereignty, independence and freedom 
of decision, because it's addicted to hirelings and the subjugated and 
because we're raised on dignity and pride, and so shall we remain” (al-
Asad, 2013).    65

!

!

!  Bashar al-Asad's Speech On Syrian Crisis, January 7, 2013  - www.ibtimes.com/bashar-65

al-Asads-speech-syrian-crisis-full-text-998536 - Accessed on August 15, 2015
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Opposition groups have acknowledged the presence of sectarian 

attitudes in the context of the protests which are taking place in Syria. Here 

we see an important element of differentiation vis-à-vis the demonstrations 

that are unfolding in Bahrain: 

”یيؤكد االائتلافف االسورريي إإلى حل سیياسي االذيي یيجب أأنن یيؤدديي إإلى نقل سلطاتت نظامم االأسد 
االتنفیيذیية وواالتشریيعیية وواالقضائیية إإلى ھھھهیيئة االحكم االانتقالي ووووضع االأساسس لنظامم ددیيمقرااططي 
ووتعددديي للحكم. ووھھھهذاا یيستلزمم ااستبعادد االأسد ووززمرتھه من االمرحلة االانتقالیية أأوو مستقبل 
سورریيا ... بیينما تتجاھھھهل االخطة االمقترحة اانتھهاكاتت نظامم االأسد االوااضحة وواالمتكرررةة لقرااررااتت 
مجلس االأمن االدوولي ٢۲٢۲٠۰٩۹ وو ٬٢۲١۱٣۳٩۹، فإنھه لم یيحددد آآلیياتت لوقف إإررااقة االدماء في سورریيا أأوو 
للتخفیيف من معاناةة االشعب االسورريي االناجمة عن نظامم االأسد وواالمیيلیيشیياتت االطائفیية 

!وواالإررھھھهابیية“ (االائتلافف االوططني لقوىى االثوررةة وواالمعاررضة االسورریية٬، ٢۲٠۰١۱٥). 
“The Syrian Coalition stresses that political solution should lead to the 
transfer of executive, legislative and judicial powers of the Asad 
regime to a transitional governing body and lay the foundation of a 
democratic and pluralistic system of rule. This entails excluding Asad 
and his clique from the transitional phase or the future of Syria. While 
the proposed plan ignores the Asad regime’s clear and repeated 
breaches of the UN Security Council resolutions 2209 and 2139, it 
didn’t set mechanisms to stop the bloodshed in Syria or to alleviate the 
Syrian people’s suffering caused by the Asad regime and the sectarian 
and terrorist militias” (National Coalition of Syrian Revolutionary and 
Opposition Forces, 2015).    66

!
It could be posited that this declaration includes the element of 

sectarianism by precluding the possibility of incorporating Alawite elements 

into the system of government which would emerge in the aftermath of the 

potential toppling of Bashar al-Asad (Ameen, 2015). The notion of 

!

!  National Coalit ion of Syrian Revolutionary and Opposit ion Forces,  Polit ical  66

Committee Will  Continue Working With de Mistura’s Team, August 31,  2015 -  
en.eti laf.org/search.html?
searchword=sectarian&categories=&format=html&t=1441111770854&tpl=search -  
Accessed on August 31,  2015
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sectarianism related to the protests which are taking place in Bahrain has to 

be juxtaposed to the widespread level of a spirit of coexistence that exists 

between the Sunni and Shi’ite communities. Alshahabi argues that the spirit 

of friendliness permeates every segment of society, creating a level of social 

cohesiveness. This is an aspect that is of paramount relevance in order to 

understand the demonstrations which are unfolding in Bahrain. The low level 

of sectarianism is an aspect which legitimizes the struggle for political rights 

undertaken by the demonstrators. One may argue that it has been historically 

demonstrated that the political and social dissatisfaction manifested by the 

Shi'ite community have not been carried out as an attempt to initiate a state of 

confrontation with the Sunni community (Alzawba’i, 2014). In other words, 

the demonstrators have postulated to legitimize their political struggle by 

appealing to a broad social base that includes Sunni and Shi’ite (Alshahabi, 

2014). This emerges from the political statement issued by opposition groups 

as well as the social harmony that prevails between the two communities 

(Amel, 2013: 90). 

One of the most salient features of the phenomenon of sectarianism is 

the way in which religious identity is politically constructed. In this context, 

one may argue that in the case of Bahrain, it is possible to see the way in 

which allegiance to Sunni or Shi’ite Islam (or Alawite Shi’ism in the case of 

Syria) tends to dictate political preferences. The distribution of of 
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government jobs that exists in both countries represents an important example 

in order to appraise the way in which ethnic/religious affiliation operates in 

Syria and Bahrain (Amel, 2013: 18). For example, in Syria, the Alawites tend 

to be in charge of top positions in the civil service. In the case of Bahrain, the 

political differences which are a result of religious affiliation have been 

enhanced as a result of the Arab Spring. In addition, the linkage between 

religious revival in the aftermath of the Arab Spring and political activism is 

also an aspect that explains the onset of sectarianism. This is because 

religious activism becomes a political tool geared towards the actualization of 

rights for discontented groups, as it individuates the demands that are brought 

to bear on the political elites of Syria and Bahrain (Sarah, 2011; Abu Shagara, 

2014). 

Regarding the demonstrations that are taking place in Bahrain, 

Almanaei argues that the sectarian problem that affects the nation is of a 

political, rather than of a religious nature. Most crucially, the author 

maintains that people who claim to be motivated by religious reasons engage 

in a process of social mobilization for the purposes of addressing a political 

problem (Almanaei, 2014). It could be posited that religious thinking has 

become such a prevalent force in propelling the social and political rights of 

dissatisfied groups because of the vacuum that exists in regards to the 

existence of secular ideologies. In other words, religion occupies the space 
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that ideologies such as conservatism, liberalism and socialism occupy in 

Western political systems. It is important to note that the constitution of the 

Kingdom of Bahrain officially opposes the exercise of sectarianism. This is 

an aspect of political life that manifests itself in article four of the 

constitution, which states that:  

”االعداالة ھھھهي أأساسس نظامم االحكم. االتعاوونن وواالتفاھھھهم االمتباددلل االوثیيق بیين االموااططنیين. االحریيّة 
وواالمساووااةة وواالأمن وواالطمأنیينة وواالعلم وواالتضامن االاجتماعي ووتكافؤ االفرصص بیين االموااططنیين 

!ددعاماتت للمجتمع تكفلھها االدوولة“ (ددستورر ددوولة االبحریين٬، ١۱٩۹٧۷٣۳). 
“Justice underlies the system of government. Cooperation and mutual 
understanding are firm bonds among citizens. Liberty, equality, 
s ecu r i t y, t r anqu i l i t y, educa t i on , soc i a l so l i da r i t y and equa l 
opportunities for citizens are the pillars of society guaranteed by the 
State” (Constitution of the State of Bahrain, 1973).    67

!
 It should also be pointed out that Bahrain traditionally enjoyed a 

political system that was liberal than the one that operated in other countries 

of the region, as seen in the high levels of literacy and political participation. 

From this standpoint, it could be posited that the Arab Spring was responsible 

for the propagation of some of the conceptualizations articulated by the 

people who took place in the demonstrations that arose in the context of the 

Arab Spring. In many regions of the Middle East, there has been a marked 

intertwining between religious fervor and political demands.  

!

!  Constitution of the State of Bahrain,  May 26, 1973 - confinder.richmond.edu/admin/67

docs/Bahrain.pdf -  Accessed on August 10, 2015
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In 2009, the government of Bahrain initiated a new series of political 

measures directed at expanding the scope of political rights for the 

population. The political reforms implemented by the regime had the ultimate 

aim of responding and addressing the discontent of the Shi'ite population. The 

slogans used by the demonstrators in Bahrain manifest a desire to tackle 

issues of common concern from the platform of religious coexistence 

(Alshahabi, 2014). This state of affairs leads us to conclude that the notion of 

sectarianism has to be analyzed in the context of the geopolitical turmoil that 

has impacted the Middle East since the onset of the Arab Spring. In addition, 

an explanation is needed in regards to the narrative that has informed the 

perceptions of the demonstrations among the international community 

(Shehabi and Owen Jones, 2015: 117). Instead of looking at the complex 

nuances involved in the uprising, large segments of the international 

community tend to see the struggles between the different social groups 

involved in conflict in rather simplistic terms. This means that the political 

realities attached to the social unrest which have emerged in the Middle East 

as a result of the Arab Spring can only be explained by analyzing the 

evolution of the system of governance on a case by case basis. 

Rajab claims that the political transformation which is taking place in 

Bahrain since the onset of the Arab Spring has to be understood within the 

historical context of the relationship that has developed between the 
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demonstrators and the government. The dimension of this relationship is of 

political nature, with the gradual enfranchising of the Shi'ite population since 

the beginning of the demonstrations (Almanaei, 2014). From this perspective, 

it may be posited that the history of concessions granted to the populace by 

the Bahraini government has been influential among the Bahraini people. The 

Al Khalifa regime has been willing to provide concessions in order to avoid 

the level of polarization (Alshahabi, 2014). 

The groups that have been influential in garnering social support for 

accelerating the political change in Bahrain as they claimed to be, such as the 

National Democratic Opposition (composed of political groups like al-Wifaq, 

Waad, al-Qawmi, Wahdawy and Ekha) have been active in distancing 

themselves from any accusations of sectarianism. The National Democratic 

Opposition appears to have a pluralist conception of the political process. At 

the same time, they reiterate their commitment to enhance the level of 

democratization in Bahrain: 

”إإنن االمعاررضة االوططنیية االدیيمقرااططیية تعلن ددعمھها االكامل للجھهودد االدوولیية لقمع االإررھھھهابب٬، 
وولكن لن تقبل االدعم للدیيكتاتورریية وواالاستبدااددیية االتي تسیيطر على االثرووةة االوططنیية ووصنع 
االقراارر في االبحریين. محاوولاتت لإخفاء اانتھهاكاتت االمستمرةة لحقوقق االإنسانن وواالقتل ضد شعب 
االبحریين ووصمة عارر بشكل كامل. ھھھهذهه االانتھهاكاتت ووعملیياتت االقتل االبشعة٬، االتي ترتكبھها 
االسلطاتت االبحریينیية٬، ووقد تم توثیيق وواالإبلاغغ عنھها من قبل منظماتت حقوقق االإنسانن االدوولیية مثل 
ھھھهیيومن رراایيتس ووووتش وومنظمة االعفو االدوولیية٬، منظمة حقوقق االإنسانن االأوولى٬، وواالاتحادد االدوولي 
لحقوقق االإنسانن ووكذلك مقررريي االأمم االمتحدةة االمتخصصیين. االبحریين تعاني من االنظامم 
االمستبد االذيي حكم  بالسجن على أأكثر من ١۱٠۰،٬٠۰٠۰٠۰ من االسجناء االسیياسیيیين منذ ااندلاعع 
االاحتجاجاتت االمؤیيدةة للدیيمقرااططیية في عامم ٢۲٠۰١۱١۱. وواالیيومم٬، االسجونن مكتظة بسجناء االرأأيي٬، مع 
١۱٥٠۰ موااططنا بالسجن االمؤبد٬، ١۱٦٠۰ ططفلا یيقضونن أأحكاما جائرةة ووأأكثر من ٢۲٠۰٠۰ موااططن 
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یيعانونن من تشوھھھهاتت من االتعذیيب االوحشي في االسجن“ (االمعاررضة االدیيمقرااططیية االوططنیية٬، 
 .(٢۲٠۰١۱٤!

“The National Democratic Opposition declares full support of 
international efforts to clamp down on terrorism, but will not accept 
support to the dictatorship and authoritarianism that controls national 
wealth and decision-making in Bahrain. Attempts to veil ongoing 
human rights abuses and killings against the people of Bahrain are a 
total disgrace. These abuses and atrocious killings, perpetrated by the 
Bahraini Authori t ies , have been documented and reported by 
international human rights organizations like Human Rights Watch, 
Amnesty International, Human Rights First and the International 
Federation for Human Rights as well as the UN Special Rapporteurs. 
Bahrain has been suffering from a tyrannical regime that has jailed 
more than 10,000 political prisoners since the eruption of the pro-
democracy protests in 2011. Today, prisons are overcrowded with 
prisoners of conscience, with 150 citizens sentenced to life, 160 
children serving unfair sentences and more than 200 citizens suffering 
from deformations f rom brutal tor ture in custody” (Nat ional 
Democratic Opposition, 2014).    68

!
Nevertheless, the Bahraini government remains adamant about their 

view of the protests, arguing that the opposition groups are keen on 

destabilizing the country in order to accomplish their sectarian goals: 

!
”ما یيحدثث في االبحریين االیيومم ھھھهو جھهد منسق من قبل االجماعاتت االمتطرفة االإررھھھهابیية 
لاستھهداافف أأفراادد االأمن وواالواافدیين بھهدفف نشر االخوفف وواالانقسامم ددااخل االمجتمع االبحریيني٬، 
فضلا عن ااستھهداافف ااقتصادد وواالتنمیية االوططنیية“ (بیيانن االبحریين االشیيخ خالد بن أأحمد آآلل خلیيفة٬، 

 .(٢۲٠۰١۱٣۳!
“What is occurring in Bahrain today is a concerted effort by terrorist 
extremist groups to target security personnel and expatriates with the 
intent of spreading fear and division within Bahrain's society, as well 

!

!  Bahrain opposition supports efforts to combat terrorism, support of tyranny unaccepted, December 14, 68

2014 - http://alwefaq.net/cms/2014/12/13/34641/ - Accessed on August 31, 2015
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as targeting Bahrain's national economy and development” (Statement 
by Sheikh Khalid bin Ahmed Al Khalifa, 2013).    69

!
The notion of sectarianism has been used by the various actors 

involved in the demonstrations (the regime and the protestors) in order to 

attain definite political aims in the Middle East (Alothman, 2011). In the case 

of the al-Asad regime, the accusation of sectarianism has been used to deflect 

criticism regarding the shortcomings of the regime; particularly, the failure to 

democratize the political space (Shehabi and Owen Jones, 2015: 91).  This 

can be seen in the use of rhetorical tools that are meant to connect the 

uprisings to foreign influence by actors with geopolitical vested interest 

(Ibrahim, 2012). This is eloquently manifested in the statements produced by 

the al-Asad regime and in the use of TV propaganda (Abu Shagara, 2014). 

These are aspects of significant importance in order to appraise the full extent 

of the advent of sectarianism in Syria. 

!
The examination of the narrative attached to the slogans used by the 

protestors and the government in Syria and Bahrain 

 The slogans used by the different actors involved in the process of 

political transformation that is taking place in Syria and Bahrain do not 

always have attached to it a clear sectarian discourse. To determine the 

!

!  Statement by Sheikh Khaled bin Ahmed Al Khalifa,  September 26, 2013 -  69

www.reuters.com/article/2013/09/26/us-bahrain-usa-idUSBRE98P0G620130926 - 
Accessed on August 20,  2015
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political implications of the slogans that are used by the government and the 

opposition groups (Alothman, 2011). In the case of Bahrain, the opposition 

groups have utilized slogans that denote the willingness to exert political 

influence in the context of the religious tenets that inform social life in the 

country and in unity with the Sunni community: 

! !
- Lan nar’ka ella lellaah / We will only kneel to God / لن نركع إإلا للھه    70

!
- Labbayka ya Hussain / At your service Hussain / لبیيك یياحسیين    71

!
- Hayhat minna zilla / Woe unto the Wretched / ھھھهیيھهاتت منا االذلة    72

!
-  Wa’iad wa nass aaya.. li’zalmakum ne’haaya / ووعد وونص آآیية.. لظلمكم نھهایية

/ Promise and verse text.. there is an end to your injustice    73

!
-  Hatha alwatan ma’nabie’ah.. ikhwan / ھھھهذاا االوططن مانبیيعھه.. إإخواانن سنة ووشیيعة

Sunna wa Shi’ah / This homeland is not for sale.. brothers Sunni and 
Shi’ite    74!

 Nevertheless, a closer examination of these slogans indicates the 

presence of sectarian connotations. There are three different themes that are 

connected to some of the slogans used by the demonstrators. For instance, the 

!

!  Slogan 17: “We will only kneel to God” March 18, 2011 - https://www.youtube.com/watch?70

v=rW9OJrcLbKg - Accessed on July 20, 2015

!  Slogan 18: “At your service Hussain” October 22, 2015 - https://twitter.com/COALITION14/status/71

657218254138658816 - Accessed on December 25, 2015

!  Slogan 19: “Woe unto the Wretched” April 21, 2011 - https://www.youtube.com/watch?72

v=9C9G6XuDX_0 - Accessed on October 10, 2015

!  Slogan 20: “Promise and verse text.. there is an end to your injustice” May 9, 2015 - https://twitter.com/73

abonajem8/status/597108363181305856 - Accessed on December 25, 2015

!  Slogan 21: “This homeland is not for sale.. brothers Sunni and Shi’ite” May 18, 2012 - https://74

twitter.com/AMJK88/status/203555274785689600 - Accessed on July 10, 2015
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idea of “We will only kneel to God”, “At your service Hussain”, “Promise and 

verse text.. there is an end to your injustice” or “Woe unto the Wretched”    75

may denote the willingness to abide by the religious teachings of a particular 

brand of Islam; in the case, Shi’ism. In addition the fifth slogan calls for 

unity between the Shi’ites and Sunnis. However, the idea that the “homeland 

is not for sale” may indicate a rejection of the action of the Al Khalifa 

regime, of Sunni affiliations, and may indicate a social harmony that prevails 

between the two communities (Amel, 2013: 90). 

These slogans are indicative of a subtle use of sectarianism, geared 

towards differentiating the political demands of the opposition groups from 

the discourse used by the regime (Alothman, 2011). As we were able to see in 

previous sections, the Al Khalifa regime as it was threatened by Iranian 

influence highlighted the sectarianism. In addition, the statements produced 

by Bahraini officials link the concept of sectarianism to the actions of foreign 

actors; most notably, Iran. 

 In the case of Syria, the slogans that are being utilized are indicative of 

the drive towards influencing the political process of transformation from the 

standpoint of unity between the different ethnic groups: 

!

!

!  The second slogan refers to Imam Hussain. The third slogan is claimed from the Shi’ism that “the slogan 75

of Imam Hussain (as) in Karbala” https://www.facebook.com/isopakistanofficial/videos/297738326413/
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-  / Al’jnt.. rayhyn.. shuhada' bialmalayin / عالجنة.. رراایيحیين.. شھهدااء بالملایيیين
To the heaven.. we go.. millions of martyrs    76!

-  Quluu Alllah we Alou / قولواا االلھه ووعلواا االصوتت.. أأنا سورريي ما بھهابب االموتت
al’sawt.. 'ana suri ma bihab almawt / Say God and rise the voice.. I 
am Syrian who does not fear of death    77!

-  Wahid wahid wahid ash-shab al-Suri / ووااحد ووااحد ووااحد االشعب االسورريي ووااحد
wahid / One One One the Syrian People are One     78!

-  ..Allah.. Suriah.. huriya.. wa bas / God / االلھه.. سورریية.. حریيّة.. ووبس
Syria.. Freedom.. and that’s it    79

    

 The idea of emphasizing the conceptual unity of the slogans used by 

the parties involved in the struggle overlooks the complexities involved in the 

process of political transformation. The idea of conceptual unity may denote 

the inability of the protestors to tackle the problems associated to actualizing 

the needs of the different ethnic and religious groups involved in the 

confrontation against the government. In this case, the slogans that are being 

utilized by the opposition groups postpone the power-sharing discussions that 

are to take place to secure the democratization of the country (Abdo, 2013: 

113).  

!

!  Slogan 22: “To the heaven.. we go.. millions of martyrs” May 5, 2011 https://www.youtube.com/watch?76

v=dPifa4Jpbrk - Accessed on December 25, 2015

!  Slogan 23: “Say God and rise the voice.. I am Syrian who does not fear of death” April 29, 2012 be seen 77

at https://twitter.com/AlaAlsoory/status/196742303287738368 - Accessed on December 25, 2015

!  Slogan 24: “One One One the Syrian People are One” April 13, 2011- https://www.youtube.com/watch?78

v=E1g1b3adRVs - Accessed on November 3, 2015

!  Slogan 25: “God.. Syria.. Freedom.. and that’s it” May 15, 2011 - https://www.youtube.com/watch?79

v=ntUD0XWvR8Q - Accessed on December 25, 2015



�164

As we have seen in previous sections, the opposition groups within 

Syria have been active in denouncing the use of sectarianism as a result of the 

reluctance of the al-Asad regime to share power with other political groups. 

Interestingly, as we were able to observe from the statements released by the 

government, there is a tendency to use the element of foreign intervention 

instead of referring directly to the onset of political and military activity by 

the opposition as blatant acts of sectarianism. The Al-asad regime has used 

this tool in order to legitimize the use of repression and the maintenance of 

the political status quo. 

 In the case of Syria, there seems to be a hypocritical attitude on the 

part of the government. While the accusation of sectarianism seems to be less 

pronounced on the part of the al-Asad regime, the Syrian government used 

this rhetorical tool to deflect attention from their reluctance to create a more 

equitable political system, capable of including the different strands of 

thinking prevailing in each nation (Abdo, 2013: 119).  

 The Bahraini government recently issued a statement criticizing a 

report compiled by Amnesty International, which indicates the systematic 

violation of basic human freedoms by the Al Khalifa regime: 

!
”[إإ]نن حكومة االبحریين لن تتسامح مع االھهجماتت االعنیيفة أأوو االتحریيض على أأعمالل االعنف االتي 
ااررتكبت تحت ستارر حریيّة االتعبیير وواالتظاھھھهر االسلمي“ (بیيانن صاددرر عن حكومة االبحریين٬، 

 .(2015!

!
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“[T]he government of Bahrain will not tolerate violent attacks or 
incitement to violence committed under the guise of free speech and 
peaceful protest” (Statement by the Government of Bahrain, 2015).    80

!
The accusation of incitement to violence on the part of the 

demonstrators points to the determination to disregard the calls for an 

acceleration of the political process postulated by the opposition groups in 

Bahrain. It should also be noted that the Syrian government has also used the 

concept of “terrorism” and replaced sectarianism, when referring to the 

actions of the oppositions groups fighting for political transformation in 

Syria: 

!
”مجابھهة االغربب للإررھھھهابب ھھھهو نفاقق بالمعایيیير االمزددووجة... ما یيقومم بھه االغربب ھھھهو االسبب في 
اانتشارر االإررھھھهابب وولیيس االقضاء علیيھه... االإررھھھهابب ھھھهو مرااددفف للاستعمارر وواالفجورر“ (االأسد٬، 

 .(٢۲٠۰١۱٥!
“ T h e We s t t a c k l i n g o f t e r r o r i s m i s h y p o c r i t e w i t h d o u b l e 
standards.. .what the West has been doing caused terrorism to 
proliferate and not to be eliminated… terrorism is synonymous with 
colonization and immorality” (al-Asad, 2015).    81

   

 As we can see, the notion of sectarianism has been used in different 

ways by the actors involved in the protests that are taking place in the Middle 

East. The concept of sectarianism is being disguised by the opposition groups 

and the government of Syria with the use of terms that denote a process of 

!

!  Statement by the Government of Bahrain in reply to Amnesty International Report, 80

April 116, 2015 -  www.bna.bh/portal/en/news/664146 - Accessed on August 22, 2015

!  President al-Asad's July 26th 2015 Speech -  https:/ /www.youtube.com/watch?81

v=z5Gznln1LHY - Accessed on August 13, 2015
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differentiation between the interests of the protestors and those upheld by the 

government. Thus, the notion of sectarianism was construed in a way that 

served and continues to serve the political aims of the Syrian forces involved 

in the confrontation.  

!
Conclusion 

 In conclusion, the notion of sectarianism is intimately intertwined with 

the discourse on social justice deployed by the demonstrators in the cases of 

Syria and Bahrain. In the case of the protests that are taking place in Syria, 

the regime have used the notion of sectarianism and international involvement 

as a political tool to justify their repression against the groups involved in the 

protests (Wiktorowicz, 2004: 140). In addition, the regime uses sectarianism 

as a political instrument aimed at propping up their legitimacy. The notion of 

sectarianism is linked to the actions that have destabilized the territorial 

integrity of Syria (Shehabi and Owen Jones, 2015).   

 To be sure, the concept of sectarianism has a religious connotation that 

is meant to socially and politically differentiated between those who adhere to 

different interpretations of Islam. However, in the cases of Syria and Bahrain, 

there seems to be a distinct political connotation attached to the use of the 

concept of sectarianism and the manner in which it is connected to the 

discourse on social justice. In the case of Bahrain, the protestors have been 

active in claiming that the calls for accelerating the democratization are 

!
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undertaken as a common cause between the different communal groups. 

However, in the case of Syria, the reluctance of the regime to grant a wider 

level of political openness has resulted in the rise of political demands. This 

regime policy is geared towards suiting the needs and interests of the 

different communal groups. In the case of Bahrain, the calls for social justice 

and democratization have been undertaken in the context of the collaboration 

between Shi’ites and Sunnis.  

In spite of this, it is expected that the notion of sectarianism will 

continue to evolve to reflect the transformation of the political space that is 

taking place in Syria. At the same time, it is also expected that the changes in 

the geopolitical circumstances that inform the political evolution of the 

Middle East will also guide the influence of sectarianism in the conflict that 

is taking place between the regimes and the citizenry in Syria.  

!
!
!
!
!
!

!



�168

 Chapter Six

!
 Conclusion

!
The narratives deployed by the polit ical  eli tes and the opposit ion 

groups in Syria and Bahrain has undergone a process of evolution since 

the onset of the Arab Spring. This evolution responded to the different 

levels of polit ical  bargaining that were uti l ized by the government and 

the opposit ion groups (Khatib,  2012: 22).  Accordingly,  the narrative 

employed in Bahrain has been more successful in mobilizing the calls for 

social  justice and democratization. Where as in the case of Syria,  the 

evolution of the narrative has been informed by the inabili ty of the 

polit ical  eli tes and the opposit ion groups to achieve a workable 

framework to iron out their  differences (Durac and Cavatorta,  2015: 50).   

In the previous chapters,  we investigated the manner in which the 

opposit ion groups in Syria and Bahrain have deployed their  rhetorical  

capabili t ies in order to induce a higher level of polit ical  openness 

(Khatib,  2012: 29).   At the core of these investigations is  the question of 

the way in which these opposit ion groups define the notion of 

“democracy”, as i t  applies to their  respective social  and polit ical  context.  

In the case of Syria,  we can see that democracy is a concept that  is  

forged in the framework of the drive for a higher degree of poli t ical  

pluralism that could accommodate the interests of the different groups 

!
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that  occupy the social  space.  In the case of Bahrain,  the polit ical  

cleavages that underpin the quest for a higher level of openness seem to 

be better defined (Durac and Cavatorta,  2015: 59).  The Shi’i te 

community is  seeking a broader level of participation in the polit ical  

process as well  as wider access to government services.  Social  justice 

appears to be an important propeller for polit ical  action (Khatib,  2012: 

35).  However,  there are some important differences that ought to be 

highlighted. In regards to Syria,  the level of acquiescence to the demands 

made by the different opposit ion groups on the part  of the al-Asad 

regime appears to be lower than in the case of Bahrain (Durac and  

Cavatorta,  2015: 55).   

The lower level of socio-economic development and the state of 

poli t ical  turmoil  that  has engulfed Syria in recent years have not been 

conducive to the actualization of the rights and interests of opposit ion 

groups.  Conversely,  in the case of Bahrain we see some considerable 

efforts on the part  of the Al Khalifa regime to engage in a bargaining 

process with the opposit ion groups (Khatib,  2012: 78).  I t  should be noted 

that the demands for democratization and social  justice in the cases of 

Syria and Bahrain needs to be framed in the context of the events that  

took place as a result  of the Arab Spring. We see diffusion of the 

dissatisfaction, that  informed the uprisings,  in Tunisia,  Libya, Yemen and 

Egypt to the uprisings in the Syrian and Bahraini polit ical  context 

!
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(Seeberg,  2015: 7).  Nevertheless,  these two cases are subject to some 

important differences as they were discussed in the previous chapters.  

The geopolit ical  factors that informed the course of events in the Syrian 

and Bahraini cases have enormous implications for examining the 

possibil i ty of the enhancement of democratization and social  justice 

(Fildis,  2012: 153).  Geopolit ical  considerations have guided the narrative 

constructions made by the actors in Syria and Bahrain.  In both cases,  we 

can see the way in which the polit ical  leadership attr ibuted the blame for 

the onset of polit ical  turmoil  on the influence of foreign powers;  most 

decidedly in Bahrain,  where the regime accuses the opposit ion groups of 

being influenced by Iran (Noueihed and Warren, 2012: 104).   

In the Arab world,  we see the revolutionary narrative on the part  of 

the opposit ion groups that is  centered on the idea of democratization and 

wider responsiveness to the needs and interests of the population at  

large.  We can detect a strong sense of diffusion of the events of Arab 

Spring in the uprisings that  took place in Syria and Bahrain (Khatib,  

2012: 88).  Notwithstanding the differences identified in previous 

chapters,  the polit ical  debate that is  taking place in the Middle East as a 

result  of the Arab Spring has established the foundations for the voicing 

of poli t ical ,  social  and economic dissatisfaction as they unfolded since 

2010. The common elements of the claim of polit ical  repression and 

socio-economic discontent in most Arab countries were responsible for 

!
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creating a causal thread between the events that took place in Tunisia,  

Libya, Yemen and Egypt and the uprisings that unfolded in Syria and 

Bahrain (Anderson, 2011: 6).   

The autocratic nature of the regimes in states l ike Syria and Libya 

faced a clash between the advent of modernization and the preservation 

of the status quo. This state of affairs resulted in the onset of uprisings 

that affected these countries (Farah, 2015).   

In the previous chapters,  there we examined the differences 

between the Syrian and Bahraini cases.  The analysis of these differences 

facil i tates the comprehension of the potential  for poli t ical  transformation 

in those two countries and the larger Middle East (Gelvin,  2011: 119).  

The narrative uti l ized by the protestors in the Arab countries such as 

Syria to induce a higher level of democratization and social  justice is  

compounded by memory mechanisms that impact on the process of 

poli t ical  transformation. The slogans deployed by the protestors tend to 

have a high degree of commonality.  These rhetorical  tools are geared 

towards propagating an environment conducive to the entrenchment of 

anti-authoritarian tendencies.  The constant demands for democratization 

and social  justice disseminated through the use of slogans tend to 

consolidate the idea that the opening of the polit ical  environment should 

be “the only game in town” (Dauib,  2015).  

!
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 However,  the use of slogans also points to some important 

differences.  In the case of Syria,  the rhetoric deployed by the protestors 

indicate that opposit ion groups want to implement a profound polit ical  

transformation in the country (McHugo, 2015: 29).  The slogans 

constantly call  for the removal of the al-Asad regime from the polit ical  

scene and i ts  replacement with a pluralist  and democratic poli t ical  

system. This state of affairs denotes a poli t ical  posit ion that is  quite 

intransigent and not conducive to a process of polit ical  bargaining with 

the al-Asad regime (McHugo, 2015: 30).  

In the case of Bahrain,  i t  may be postulated that the use of slogans 

are indicative of the will ingness expressed by the Shi’i te population to 

accelerate the specter of democratization. However,  unlike the Syrian 

case,  these demands are put forward in the spiri t  of collaboration with 

the Al Khilafa regime (Abu Shagara,  2014).  

Although in both cases there is  a substantial  use of historical  

memory as a polit ical  instrument,  there are some differences in the way 

that this rhetorical  tool is  deployed in Syria and Bahrain and i ts  impact 

on the process of transformation which is taking place in those two 

countries (Sharifi ,  2012: 29).  In the case of Syria,  the use of historical  

memory is mobilized to create the impression among the populace that a 

self-determination similar to the one that unfolded in the 1930s could 

lead to the establishment of a more democratic environment  (Wieland 
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and Almqvist ,  2013: 38).  The al-Asad regime has also used the rhetorical  

tool of historical  memory to consolidate i ts  posit ion. This is  done by 

appealing to the past  memory of events that evoke the necessity of 

keeping Syria free from foreign intervention. In some respects,  the 

opposit ion groups are seen as elements that  respond to foreign interests.  

As such, they need to be confronted with constant calls  for patriotic 

action which basically means submission to the polit ical  will  of the al-

Asad regime on the part  of the Syrian population (Sarah, 2012).  This 

state of affairs underscores the difficult ies involved in the possible 

resolution of the conflict  in a peaceful manner,  as neither side is  keen on 

engaging in the process of polit ical  bargaining (Kechichian, 2001: 94).   

In the case of Bahrain,  the Al Khilafa regime attempted to reduce 

the dissent by appealing to the historical  memory of polit ical  

accommodation and the process of democratic l iberalization that has 

gradually unfolded in the country since the 1970s (Shehabi and Owen 

Jones,  2015: 58).  However,  the opposit ion groups involved in the 

demonstrations which have been taking place in the country have been 

continued to highlight the socio-economic dissatisfaction of the Shi’i te 

population (Shehabi and Owen Jones,  2015: 66).   

As we can see,  the differences that  emerge from the deployment of 

rhetorical  tools on the part  of the opposit ion groups and the government 

in Syria and Bahrain are aspects of relevant importance to examine the 
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way in which the process of poli t ical  transformation has unfolded since 

the onset of the Arab Spring (Legrenzi,  2011: 76).  In Bahraini,  the 

differences might be observed above have been responsible for the 

broadening of democratization (Kostiner,  2000: 105).  In the case of 

Syria,  these differences indicate a si tuation in which neither side is  

welling to engage in the process of poli t ical  bargaining for the purposes 

of establishing a more representative type of government (Kechichian, 

2001: 98).  In any case,  i t  is  important to bring in the historical  

perspective that has informed the evolution of events in Bahrain.  From 

this perspective,  i t  may be posited that the history of concessions granted 

to the populace by the Bahraini government has been influential  among 

the Bahraini people.  The Al Khalifa regime has been will ing to make 

concessions aimed at  avoiding the level of polarization (Alshahabi,  

2014).  

 Another important aspect that  was raised in previous chapters 

pertains to the use of social  media as an important tool that  propagate 

anti-autocratic rhetoric in the case of Syria and anti-non democracy in 

the case of Bahrain.  Social  media tools such as Facebook and Twitter 

have been elements of paramount importance to disseminate democratic 

ideals in the Middle East;  particularly in the aftermath of the Arab 

Spring (Sarah, 2012).  The lack of a powerful civil  society in the Middle 

East as well  as the dearth of a free press has arrested the development of 
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a democratic system of government.  

 From this standpoint,  social  media has served as a mechanism that 

accelerated the demands for polit ical  openness and change in the region 

(Ibrahim, 2012).  In spite of the differences that exist  between the Syrian 

and Bahraini cases in regards to the use of the social  media by 

opposit ion groups,  there are some important commonalit ies that  facil i tate 

a broad understanding of the process of polit ical  transformation (Bayat,  

2010: 39).  The use of audio-visual material  propagated through the social  

media by the opposit ion groups has been of significant importance in the 

establishment of polit ical  demands among the population of Syria and 

Bahrain.  In addition to this,  the social  media has allowed the 

demonstrators to showcase their  discontent to the wider world (Gelvin,  

2011: 121).  However,  as we were able to see in the previous chapters,  

social  media has also been used by the incumbent regimes to consolidate 

their  grip on power.  This is  an aspect of relevant importance in the case 

of Syria.  The al-Asad regime has been known to carefully choreograph as 

number of demonstrations in support  of the government.  The audio-visual 

material  gathered during these demonstrations has been disseminated 

through social  media outlet  such as Facebook and YouTube. In spite of 

this,  the social  media has been an element that has accelerated the advent 

of a civil  society in countries such as Syria and Bahrain.  The social  

media has become an instrument that allowed the propagation of anti-
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authoritarian policies as well  as alternative polit ical  outlooks (Shehabi 

and Owen Jones,  2015: 45).   

 Another relevant aspect involved in the evolution of the narratives 

employed in the Syrian and Bahraini cases concerns the issue of 

sectarianism (Shehabi and Owen Jones,  2015: 60).  As we were able to 

observe,  sectarianism is a contested concept that  can be used to 

accomplish a wide variety of polit ical  purposes (Wiktorowicz,  2004: 

111).  In regards to the demonstrations that were unfolding in Syria,  the 

al-Asad regime uti l ized the concept of sectarianism and foreign 

involvement as a polit ical  instrument to directly justify the repression 

exercised against  the opposit ion groups (Wiktorowicz,  2004: 112).  

Furthermore,  the Al-asad regime leveled accusations of sectarianism at 

the opposit ion groups in order to bolster their  declining legit imacy 

(Tarabzouni,  2011).   

At the same time, using sectarianism as a narrative tool correlates 

to a certain degree with a process of destabil ization that has taken place 

in Syria,  particularly in regards to the terri torial  fragmentation that has 

affected the nation. In the case of Bahrain,  the use of sectarianism as a 

narrative tool has affected the polit ical  order prevail ing in the country 

(Wiktorowicz,  2004: 118).  
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At the same time, we have seen the manner in which sectarianism 

has become a concept that  is  intertwined with the doctrinal interpretation 

of Islam in countries such as Syria and Bahrain.  This enhances the level 

of poli t icization attached to the concept (Gelvin,  2011: 125).   The notion 

of sectarianism, as compounded by the level of social  fragmentation 

brought forward by the onset of religious mili tancy, has informed the 

process of poli t ical  transformation in Syria and Bahrain.  I t  has been 

i l lustrated that the demonstrators in both Syria and Bahrain have been 

keen to go beyond the social  cleavages created by the advent of religious 

mili tancy and highlight the commonalit ies pertaining to the demands for 

social  justice and democratization (Rajab, 2011).  

In the case of Syria,  the refusal of the al-Asad regime to make 

polit ical  concessions has resulted in the the demands on the part  of the 

different social  groups that make up the opposit ion to the regime 

(Ameen, 2015).  The polit ical  demands (which were construed by the 

regime as sectarianism) has come about as a result  of the need to 

actualize the interests of the disenfranchised groups (Deeb, 2015).  In the 

case of Bahrain,  the polit ical  demands for social  justice and 

democratization have been carried out within a continuous framework of 

collaboration between the Shi’i te and Sunni communities (Shehabi and 

Owen Jones,  2015: 63).  
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 Although the Al Khilafa regime attempted to offer more support  to 

the socio-economic demands invoked by the Shi’i te opposit ion groups,  

however the question is could this prevent social  fragmentation (Shehabi 

and Owen Jones,  2015: 66).  The concept of sectarianism has been 

influential  in shaping the narrative that guided the process of polit ical  

transformation in the Arab world.  Furthermore,  the geopolit ical  

circumstances that affect  the Arab region has impacted in the way that 

sectarianism shaped the narratives deployed by the polit ical  actors.   

To sum up, the evolution of the narrative deployed by the polit ical  

eli tes and the opposit ion groups in Syria and Bahrain has been 

signposted by a number of crucial  factors.  As we have seen, the 

dissemination of anti-authoritarian policies have been facil i tated by the 

events that took place in the Middle East since the advent of the Arab 

Spring. The social  media has occupied a central  role in the propagation 

of the calls for accelerating the different mechanism of democratization 

in Syria and Bahrain.  There have been different mechanisms of 

expressing rhetoric that have been used by the governments as well  as 

the opposit ion groups in the Arab world for the purposes of gaining a 

wider poli t ical  legit imacy. In regards to the demands made by the 

opposit ion groups,  the social  media has acted as a useful mechanism to 

establish the foundations for a strong civil  society.   
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The narratives employed by the regime and the opposit ion groups 

in the Arab region has been informed by the notion of sectarianism. The 

social  fragmentation brought forth during the events that  took place after 

the onset of the Arab Spring was guided by a revival of religious 

mili tancy. Although the opposit ion groups in the Arab world have been 

downplaying the influence of sectarianism, this concept has created 

important social  and cultural  cleavages that impacted the process of 

poli t ical  transformation that is  taking place in Syria and Bahrain.  

!
!
!

!
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