
Strategic Communication: Practices and Ideology
Much of the literature across a variety of disciplines – such as politics, political communication, war studies and international relations - defines strategic communication in instrumentalist and functional terms, or in terms of causality, that is how strategic communication can cause or lead to an intended political outcome. For example, Holtzhausen & Zerfass see strategic communication as “the practice of deliberate and purposive communication that a communication agent enacts in the public sphere on behalf of a communicative entity to reach set goals” (2013: 74), while Farwell suggests strategic communication is a form of purposeful communication that refers to “the use of words, actions, images and symbols to influence attitudes and opinions of target audiences to shape their behaviours to advance interests or policies, or to achieve objectives, (p. xvii-xvi). 
         Within the field of international relations, Alistair Miksimmon, Ben O’Loughlin and Laura Roselle (2013) propose the term ‘strategic narratives’ to refer to the story-telling aspects of strategic communication, particularly in international relations. For them strategic narratives are the means for “political actors to shape the behaviour of domestic and international actors.... [they] are a tool for political actors to extend their influence, manage expectations and change the discursive environment in which they operate. They are narratives about both states and the system itself…the point of strategic narratives is to influence the behaviour of others” (2013: 2). The authors make three central claims concerning the importance of narratives in global politics. First, they argue that ‘narratives are central to human relations’ as they constrain and enable behaviour; second, that people and political actors use narratives in strategic ways, and third, that the communication environment affects how narratives are communicated and what effects they have (ibid: 1). Emile Simpson (2013) takes the argument further, noting that strategic narratives can be used to explain how actions relate to policy and, thus, how narrative is intended to define policy outcomes. For Simpson (2013: 432), a strategy must be connected to meanings that matter to the intended recipients:
For strategy to connect actions to policy it must therefore invest them with a given meaning in relation to its audiences, both prospectively and retrospectively…In this sense strategic narrative accompanies policy throughout the lifetime of the conflict (before, during and beyond the period of actual fighting): it explains policy in the context of the proposed set of actions in the abstract, and then explains those actions, having been executed, in terms of how they relate back to policy.

While these approaches are relevant to addressing the objectives, and, to a lesser extent, the outcome of the Syrian regime’s strategic communication, they are generally concerned with functional or instrumentalist approaches toward media that obscure the complex nature of media use and the dynamics of strategic communication processes, and how these relate to diverse and changing socio-historical and socio-cultural contexts outside of the Western world. In the context of resilient authoritarian regimes, such as Syria’s, strategic communication, this paper suggests, can be understood as a permanent and dynamic campaign that adapts to changing contexts and environments, including the expanding media ecology, but that remains underpinned by constant tropes and historically-meaningful ideological tropes  regime elites have used to cultivate political power and knowledge about that power, control the symbolic and political spheres, ensure survival and dominate the lives of political subjects.[footnoteRef:1]  [1:  Paradoxically, these practices also invite acts of transgression in different spaces and through diverse practices. ] 

          Indeed, while this paper focuses on the contemporary context of an ongoing civil war, it argues that the regime’s strategic communication is not a by-product of the war that began as a peaceful uprising against state repression and economic marginalization in March 2011 or as a response to the expansion in digital technologies and their potential as spaces for activism as well as spectacular violence, oppression and suffering. Rather, it suggests the regime’s strategic communication is a constant practice of politics that has pervaded everyday social, cultural and personal life in Syria since the late president Hafez al-Assad came to power in a military coup in 1970. While not using the concept strategic communication, several studies about Syria’s authoritarian rule before the uprising had addressed how the regime consistently used language, rhetoric, spectacle and culture to maintain and consolidate its control of the institutional, political, structural and ideational fields, quell dissenting voices and control political subjects (see for example, Wedeen 1999; Cooke 2007), thus mobilizing different cultural spheres (the media, the arts and public space) to regulate people from the inside, construct a symbolic universe to serve its ideology as well as constitute, adjust and/or transform social subjects. 
        Any study of the Syrian regime’s strategic communication warrants a detailed genealogical analysis of how it had developed in the cultural and political sphere over time, the socio-economic and socio-political realities that have informed cultural and social belief, existing and emerging socio-political and socio-economic contexts, the emergence and rise of Islamic State (IS) and other Jihadist groups, international and regional intervention, geo-political considerations as well as continued support from its allies, Iran, Hizbullah and Russia – complex pursuits beyond the scope of this paper. For the purpose here, this paper limits its focus to the ongoing war, addressing the regime’s strategic communication as an adaptive political practice that combines (and continuously upgrades) traditional techniques of politics – persuasion, rhetoric, propaganda, psychological operations, information warfare and strategic narratives – with an existing culture of communication rooted in the dominant pan-Arab ideology of the Syrian ruling Ba’ath Party and, as such, understood as a discourse formation, or episteme that has cultivated the regime’s power in ways that are taken for granted. 
        As proposed by Atef Alshaer (2008: 104), a culture of communication is a core term that refers to “the communicated compendium of religious, historical, literary and mythological references used by a community as valid tropes for all times and, as such, are acted upon and treated as having authenticity.” Put differently, a culture of communication refers to accumulated practices of politics that are thrust into the public sphere by political groups and/or elites to promote and legitimate their ideologies. In this sense, a culture of communication underscores the dialectical relationship between language and culture[footnoteRef:2] as well as between [political] practices and ideology in which practices produce ideological representations and ideology becomes material because it “is inscribed in practices” (Althusser and Hall, cited in Wedeen, 1999: 12). It is worth noting that this understanding does not mean that the references and tropes used by any community as valid tropes are believable, or realistic, but underline the fact that their authenticity is acquired in the regime’s insistence that people conform to them and the wider regime of representation (episteme) they seek to produce.[footnoteRef:3] [2:  I follow Wedeen’s (2002) conceptualization of culture as semiotic practices that refer to diverse processes and acts of meaning-making in which agents’ practices interact with language and other symbolic systems of meaning. As such, culture both refers to how symbols are inscribed in practices that operate to produce observable effects and to its utility as an analytical lens through which meanings can be discerned and analyzed.]  [3:  Antonio Gramsci’s concept of hegemony, which underscores the implication of images and ideas in the production of power, can also be used to explain the taken-for-granted aspect of the Syrian regime’s strategic communication and discourse, in general. ] 

         In her seminal study of political power under the late president Hafez al-Assad, political scientist Lisa Wedeen cogently stresses this argument in what she called the ‘Assad cult’, describing its construction and maintenance, as a strategy of domination based “on compliance rather than legitimacy….that generates a politics of “as if” ….[which] produces guidelines for acceptable speech (Wedeen, 1999:6) ibid), while also defining a specific type of national membership, a collective identity, or an ‘imagined community’ (Anderson, 1983). This is a community imagined around what it means to be a Syrian Arab and constructed as a pan-Arab Syrian identity that glosses over all other forms of identifications, such as ethnic, sectarian and religious identities to ensure support for ruling elites” (Al-Haj Saleh, 2007). 
          The active construction of what it means to be Syrian began in the early 1960s under the ruling Ba’ath Party which sought to build a united secular Arab society with a socialist system - a society in which all Arabs are seen to be equal, irrespective of their religion, sect or communal identity. This image was institutionalized in different practices and promoted in the Syrian constitution, which referred to the Arab nation as a cultural unity, leading to, as Syrian expert Raymond Hinnebusch (2008: 262) argues, “the truncation of historic Syria [created] an identity crisis with deleterious effects on the stability of the state, an artificial creation that did not, at least initially, enjoy the full loyalty of its citizens. As a result, the state was faced with fragmentation from within and penetration by trans-state forces […] without.” While many Arab states, too, had deployed pan-Arab discourse to bind newly-independent states as Arab nations after the end of colonial rule, the Syrian regime had been the most persistent and consistent in its efforts to construct an image of itself as a nation committed to the defence of Arab interests as it saw them – Arab nationalism against Israel, Greater Syrian identity to justify military intervention in Lebanon, unity following the failed Muslim Brotherhood uprising between 1979-82 and as a staunch supporter of Palestinian rights in the face of an expanding Israeli state. 
         This form of Arab nationalism, which Syrian critic and dissident Yassin Al-Haj Saleh calls the “doctrine of absolute Arabism” (2017: 92), envisages that “Syria is an Arab country and that Syria, along with the other Arab countries, comprise the Arab homeland. It also claims that the Arab identity of these countries is essential, definite and entirely defines all residents, land and states…the most prominent feature of Ba’athist Arabism is seen in its project of complete political and intellectual homogenization that was undertaken inside Syria …[to]…create uniformity among all Syrians and to position Ba’athism as their profound truth, the Ba’ath party as the carrier of their eternal message as Arabs” (ibid: 92-94). Underpinning these ideological goals has been the presumed fragility of Syria's existing social relations and social fabric and the possibility, regularly publicized and promoted by the regime, that Syrians as a people could retrench to narrow religious, sectarian and ethnic identities, thus exacerbating sectarian loyalties and tensions and inscribing opposition to the regime within a sectarian narrative.[footnoteRef:4]  [4:  Several studies have discussed the sectarian nature of the conflict and the ways in which different protagonists used the sectarian narrative and grievances to justify their actions, with the sectarian narrative emerging as the dominant discursive and practical framework of the conflict. ] 

        The social, ethnic and religious make-up of Syria is discussed amply elsewhere as are the myriad loyalties to religion, tribe, sect or region, which were pre-dominant before the rise of Arab nationalism (see Hinnebusch, 2008; Seale, 1994; Van Dam 1979/2011). Briefly, however, as van Dam notes “sectarian, regional and tribal categories can easily overlap, making it difficult to determine which play a role in a particular situation” (1979/2011:12). However, it is also well known that embattled regimes in the region have turned to “ethno-sectarian and exclusionary strategies of popular mobilization to shore up regime support within divided societies” (Hyedemann 2013, 71). Indeed, while espousing Arab nationalism, the Syrian regime under the late President Hafez al-Assad (1970–2000) actively used such exclusionary strategies, securing key positions in the state and army for clan and family members of the Alawite community, thus helping construct an Alawite hegemony (ibid). The current President Bashar al-Assad continued the trend established by his father of ostensibly denying sectarian differences while reinforcing their political importance to maintain power. As such, perceived economic advantages for Alawites and a reliance on an Alawite power base increased, while a regime-permitted conservative Sunni Islam and a growing regional sectarian discourse produced an environment in which Syrians were frequently reminded of sectarian identity, albeit alongside a Syrian one. Such discourses only set the stage for widespread paranoia in which all outsiders were constructed as evil conspirators and insiders as friends (Al-Haj Saleh, 2017). 
         The 2011 Syrian uprising posed a serious challenge to the Syrian regime’s ideological doctrine of Arab nationalism and laid bare several structural fault lines in the modern Syrian polity as well as the fraught relationship between the religious and ethnic fractions of the country. This challenge, among other structural issues and regional considerations, including  the examples of the 2011 Arab Spring in Tunisia, Egypt and Libya as well as the situation in Iraq post-2003, forced the regime to begin a set of internal institutional adaptations and policy shifts which included an exclusionary sectarian mobilization to reinforce solidarity among the regime’s core social base in the Alawite community and non-Muslim minorities and bring in a more compact, militarized, sectarian, exclusionary and repressive core.[footnoteRef:5] As Heydemann writes, the regime restructuring highlights the ways in which an “authoritarian regime might adapt to the demands of an insurgency, increasing the likelihood of regime survival and affecting both the outcome of a conflict and whether a post-war political settlement will be democratic.”  [5:  For example, the regime loyalist shabiha (the ghosts of thugs) including a wide array of armed criminals into the formal paramilitary, the National Defence Force, under direct regime control.] 

         The adaptations of the Assad regime to changing contexts can be traced back to the early months of the uprising in March 2011 when the regime unleashed its repressive apparatus against peaceful protestors and opponents, provoking responses that gradually led to the civil war. As part of these adaptations, the regime enhanced its strategic communication to respond to changing political contexts as well as the expanding digital media ecology that saw the most evocative production of human agency, suffering and dignity along with spectacular violence imbricated with the warfare on the ground. I discuss the adaptations in the next section before addressing the ways in which Assad drew on the regime-constructed culture of communication while also invoking a crisis imagery to ensure the regime’s survival.
Strategic communication Practices
The conflict in Syria has without doubt seen the highest level of violence, deaths, destruction of places and homes, displacement and humanitarian crisis in the 21st century. The conflict has also been described as the most socially mediated conflict in the 21st century (Lynch et al. 2014) but, unlike other highly-mediated contemporary conflicts, the Syrian conflict is the first conflict of the networked age, particularly because it reveals how sharing platforms, and the network of people involved in that very practice of sharing, “have become dramatically entangled with modes of producing and reproducing violence” (Della Ratta, 2017: 98).  Indeed, as she writes, this reality has meant, “that much more than mass mediation and reproduction, it is networked communications technologies that finally re-enable an unpredictable network of relations to gain a central role in the making of meaning, and therefore in the production of knowledge” (ibid). 
         Since the Arab Spring of 2011 and the euphoric reaction to the role of digital platforms and online activism in the transformative events in parts of the Arab World, various scholars have suggested that the entanglement of people and networks in a changing media environment in the Middle East can help change the political sphere in diverse ways, erode state control over political life and the nature of political engagement (Zayani 2016). However, others have been more cautious, heeding arguments that networked communication can undermine any possible condition of belief and can generate a feeling of "constituent anxiety" (Dean, 2009:173) or a heightened sense of crisis particularly during highly contentious contexts, such as in Syria.[footnoteRef:6] [6:  This argument is relevant in the case of Syria. However, it is not possible to conduct an audience study in current conditions.] 

         Putting the debate about the role of media in activism and participation aside, there is little doubt that the networked nature of the Syrian conflict which saw various actors, protestors, activists, citizen journalists and ordinary people use digital media platforms in creative and evocative ways while exposing regime brutality posed a serious challenge to regime control of the cultural sphere and the media, forcing it to adapt its strategic communication methods and tools to respond to changing contexts while also making use of the digital technologies as expanded spaces. The first signal of the regime’s adaptations came in a speech by Bashar al-Assad to the new Syrian cabinet on 16 April 2011 in which he called on his supporters to harness diverse communicative platforms in the battle against his opponents. As he noted, 
The most dangerous thing is the existence of contradiction between the direction we are moving in and the direction the people are moving in. The outcome in that case will be zero; and the achievement will be moving backward. The important thing, as I said, is to stress these channels of communication because the lack of communication with the citizens creates a feeling of frustration and a feeling of anger, particularly when there are daily needs and within the capacity of the state and yet we do not provide them. …You cannot hold a dialogue with the whole population at once. But you can do that through the media. Every minister should talk to the media every now and then to explain what he is doing, what he has done, how he thinks.[footnoteRef:7] [7:  Retrieved from www.syrianpresident.net] 


        Within a few months in which the uprising gathered pace, the regime had put in action a multi-faceted highly visible strategic communication campaign that leveraged official and non-official media channels, diverse cultural forms and genres as well as social media platforms and online spaces as tools for spectacular violence, information warfare, propaganda, false information about the uprising as well as for dissemination of misleading reports about its opponents , website defacement, Denial of Service attacks and spying malware delivered via spear phishing emails. The regime’s state-controlled media, as well as other media sympathetic to the regime, were consistent in disseminating misinformation and false reports about opponents in various media platforms and genres. For example, the state-controlled Syrian Arab News Agency launched the programme “The Truth about the Events” consisting of reports and interviews supporting the regime’s narrative which ran in tandem with the weekly television series “Lies of the Opposition” using the same formula. Supporters of the regime (al-mu’ayyideen) adopted this discourse while also seeking to defame the revolution, demonise the protestors and delegitimise the revolutionary action, describing all opponents to the regime as mundasseen (“infiltrators”) who belonged to foreign countries or were funded and supported by international and regional intelligence services to create domestic conflicts in the country.
       At the same time, various Syrian institutions, such as the army and the security forces, began uploading their own footage of events, such as of the attack on the ‘Umari mosque in the town of Dar’a where the uprising began in April 2011, which was one of the first examples of the use of misinformation and false reporting in order to sustain the regime claim that the uprising was a foreign conspiracy. False reporting and fake news spread through regime-supported digital platforms would become the defining features of the conflict, contributing to a growing crisis about the role of media in a complex conflict situation. As Omar al-Ghazzi (2017: 13) writes, 
The recurrence of false reporting about Syria underlines how old discursive tropes mired in Orientalism and technological determinism are often intrinsic to news narratives…. their discursive impact should be recognised as part of our political reality, as it influences the choices of political players involved in Syria. …On Syrian official media, such stories served as a pillar of a strategy to cast doubt on media representations of the conflict and enable the dissemination of outlandish claims about a universal conspiracy against the country. 

        Recognizing the importance of social media in limiting dissent and in projecting its image outside the country, and capitalizing on scepticism about the potential of the digital, the regime encouraged and invested in the creation of new online groups, such as the Syrian Electronic Army (SEA), dubbed Assad’s cyber warriors, the Syrian Malware Team (SMT), the Electronic National Defence Forces (ENDF) as well as diasporic groups acting from outside Syria as agents and actors to help its social media-based propaganda warfare and for tracking down dissenters and shutting down websites critical of the Assad regime ( Risk and Resilience Study, 2017).[footnoteRef:8]  In addition to cyber warfare, the Assad regime used more subtle propaganda efforts, setting up or supporting accounts on popular social media sites such as Facebook, Twitter, and Instagram to circulate stories and images emphasizing normalcy in the country – for example, the Syrian President engaging in regular domestic and diplomatic activities and Syrian First Lady Asma al-Assad interacting with or caring for civilians and military personnel. The SEA, the best known amongst these groups, established in 2011, used Facebook and YouTube platforms to wage coordinated campaigns against anti-regime opponents modelled on Iran’s “Web Crime Unit” set up in 2009 to counter Iranian internet activists [footnoteRef:9] and on Hizbullah’s model of political communication. It engaged in a wide range of online activities to punish perceived opponents and to force the online narrative in favour of the regime, using a variety of techniques, such as jamming of online portals with messages and hacking from its Facebook page (for more information about information warfare, see Zambelis (2012).  [8:  Hotspot Analysis: The use of cybertools in an internationalized civil war context: Cyber activities in the Syrian conflict.  October 2017. Available on http://www.css.ethz.ch/content/dam/ethz/special-interest/gess/cis/center-for-securities-studies/pdfs/Cyber-Reports-2017-05.pdf]  [9:  See the Guardian 15 November 2011, available on www.guardian.co.uk
] 

          Other online tactics included an intensive media campaign to enhance Assad’s presence and visibility on social networks platforms through the establishment of accounts, such as Youtube (Syrian Presidency); Twitter (@Presidency SY) and Instagram (@SyrianPresidency) that claim to be related to the president as well as the use of underground blogs and websites, such as InfoSyrie.fr and VoltaireNet.org operating from France to promote the regime’s image and communicate its messages to different audiences, but mainly to international audiences and media. Assad’s twitter account @Presidency-Sy is known for targeting international media and the urban centres of the major players in the Syrian conflict, particularly given the banning of foreign reporters in the country. The bureaus of international news agencies in the capital, Damascus, were forced to shut down, and journalists were kicked out, while others were intimidated and arrested. Meanwhile, local media, which had predominantly been either controlled or sponsored by the government, adopted a blind eye strategy throughout most of the first year of the uprising. The first time Syrian TV acknowledged the presence of a mass gathering in the capital was six weeks into the uprising, when the anchor of the news bulletin announced these were not protesters but worshippers gathering to thank God for the rainfall. These practices were all the more relevant given that the regime had restricted access to international media, but allowed ‘embedded’ foreign journalists, including Rainer Hermann of the Frankfurter Allgemeine Zeitung on 7 and 13 June 2012 and Robert Fisk of the UK Independent newspaper on 26 August 2012 access, producing stories that appear to back the regime’s narrative and claiming that the uprising was driven by sectarian interests and terrorist jihadists. [footnoteRef:10] [10:  The account here is by no means detailed as it is not possible to include all these methods. For further information about cyberwarfare, digital propaganda and the use of online media, read  Steven Bertram    ‘Close enough’ – The link between the Syrian Electronic Army and the Bashar al-Assad regime, and implications for the future development of nation-state cyber counter-insurgency strategies, published on 2 Fenruary 2017 and available on file:///C:/Users/owner/Downloads/1294-4016-2-PB%20(1).pdf] 

         On the international and regional levels, the regime modified its media campaign in the face of deepening international isolation and the imposition of a dense web of economic and diplomatic sanctions, exploiting its strategic alliance with the Lebanese political party Hizbullah and its long-time allies Iran and Russia for support in its communication strategies. To reach international audiences and the Syrian diaspora, the regime hired public relations and consulting firms in mid-2011, according to private e-mails released by WikiLeaks in 2012 and reported in the UK Guardian newspaper. Contracting international PR firms is not a new practice. In fact, in 2006, the regime initiated contacts with international firms through the wife of the president, Asma al-Assad who began negotiations with the PR firm Bell Pottinger in London which led to a contract with an American public relations firm between 29 July 2010 and 30 April 2011.[footnoteRef:11] The contact was confirmed in an email that revealed that “Syria has had an imbalance in its communications approach since the beginning of the crisis” and suggested that the regime use a set of policies to better control the narrative of the crisis.[footnoteRef:12] The email recommended that the regime improve its “ability to contain negative media stories circulated by opposition figures living outside Syria,” and create a “crisis communications structure” with a team that manages daily communications, statements and press releases that should be disseminated worldwide (ibid).  [11:  This effort famously led to the publication of a cover report about Asma al-Assad in the US variety magazine describing her as a charismatic modernising woman. ]  [12:  See Wikileaks available on: https://wikileaks.org/syria-files/docs/2101305_.html] 

Syria’s culture of communication
While these practices sought to ensure that the Syrian regime narrative dominated cultural and public spaces, the discourse analysis of President Bashar al-Assad showed he consistently depicted the conflict in totalizing terms – the Syrian regime and its supporters fighting a battle against conspirators and long-time enemies - using a political language intended to promote the regime’s worldview and the conflict as a war between a steadfast Syria and its opponents. In doing so, he constantly drew on the key discursive references underpinning the regime’s existing culture of communication: Arab nationalism, the ‘opposition-as-terrorist’ discourse and the dynamics between reform and citizenship, all of which are interlinked rhetorical devices thrust into the public sphere to cultivate regime power and induce compliance.  
         In almost all his speeches, Assad constructed an image of the Syrian regime as the ‘Arab nationalist’ regime par excellence and a regime committed to the defence of Arab nationalism (Arabism) as an ideology and way of life, using a political vocabulary in which he portrayed the Ba’ath Party’s ideology of Arab nationalism as an inclusive ideology that embraced all ethnic groups, religions and communities, thus summoning his audiences as a united national polity while glossing over existing social realities, such as sectarian, regional and tribal loyalties. This discursive construction comes across clearly in a speech to the Arab Forum on 14 November 2017, in which he stated that “the social structure of the Arab world, with its large diversity, is based on two strong and integrated pillars: Arabism and Islam. Both are great, rich and vital. Consequently, we cannot blame them for the wrong human practices…Arab heritage and culture is the accumulation of the heritage and cultures of all the peoples who lived in this region throughout ancient and modern history…. Arabism is a cultural concept that involves all ethnic groups, religions and communities. It is a civilized status to which all who once existed in the region, without exceptions.” [footnoteRef:13] [13:  Available on www.presidentassad.net] 

        Interestingly, in a bid to counter regular symbolic and visual references to Islam[footnoteRef:14] dominant in the uprising as well as in Islamist jihadists’ (particularly Islamic State’s) mediated propaganda circulated through digital media and other media outlets, his discourse consistently underlined that Islam, as a religion, was complementary and mutually constitutive to Arab nationalism, rather than oppositional. For example, in the same speech to the Arab Forum in Damascus on 14 November 2012, Assad stated that,  [14:  The Syrian uprising was marked by the widespread use of religious spaces, symbols and vocabulary by the protestors. For example, in the demonstrations, political slogans demanding freedom, justice, or the end of the Assad regime were combined with the chats of ‘Allahu Akbar’ (God is Great) and other references, reflecting the importance of Islam as a moral framework for society. Later on, Islamist Jihadist groups would also use the same slogans in their mediated representations of spectacular violence and oppression.] 

Arabism is not a slogan….it is an inclusive civilized concept that includes everyone, which means it is above being ethnic, it includes everyone, all ethnicities, religions and sects. In addition, there is no contradiction between belongingness to Arabism and belongingness to Islam as they enhance each other…the first major problem facing pan-Arab efforts is undermining the relationship between Islam and Arabism, as some have accused Arabist ideology of being secular and atheist.  But there is an organic connection between Arabism and Islam it is wrong to believe that one can be either Arab or Muslim[footnoteRef:15] [15:  All speeches were downloaded from www.presidentassad.net
] 

        The linking of Arab nationalism and Islam has constituted an important discursive trope the regime used to appeal to the Sunni Muslims and Arab-speaking religious minorities in the country as members of an imagined Arab community. Referring to this trend, van Dam writes in his book “The Struggle for Power in Syria”, that while the Ba’ath Party had sought to construct a united secular Arab society with a socialist system, this “did not imply that Islam was of secondary importance to Ba’athist Arabism. In the Ba’athist view, Islam constituted an essential and inseparable part of Arab national culture…Other than the Sunni variants of Arabism, the Ba’ath considered Islam to be not so much an Arab national religion as an important Arab cultural heritage, to which all Arabs, whether Muslim or Christian, were equal heirs apparent” (1979/2011:17). 
       Following the 1979-1982 uprising led by the Syrian Muslim Brotherhood, the regime began to promote a form of religious Arab nationalism to gain the support of pious Muslims - the former president Hafez al-Assad used religious references and symbols to mobilize the majority Sunni population especially following his repression of the Brotherhood revolt (see Hilu Pinto, 2017). Since 2000, when Bashar al-Assad took over following the death of his father, the regime sought to construct an image of the Syrian president as a pious persona -- images of Bashar al-Assad praying, holding the Qur’an and kissing it pervaded the media and everyday spaces pre-uprising. As such, the inclusion of references to Islam and Arabism can be explained as being part of a strategy the regime had used to channel the growing regional conservative trend towards society and away from politics.  
Crisis imagery: ‘us and them’ discourse
In most of his speeches, Assad constructed a crisis imagery that saw Syria in the grips of a crisis provoked by outsiders, arguing his regime had to continue its struggle against an aggressive and conspiring ‘other.’ In instrumentalizing crisis, Assad deployed an affective ‘us and them’ language that amplified the possibility of an imminent threat to Syrian people and the nation while at the same time rendering his regime’s reaction more comprehensible to his intended audience. This discourse conforms to the shared discursive references underpinning absolute Arabism, which constructs Syria in a constant war with imperialism and Zionism, and every form of internal opposition as an attempt to collude with the enemy against the nation (see Al-Haj Saleh, 2017). In constructing this imagery, Assad placed great emphasis on the familiarity of the conflict, depicting it as another episode in a series of crises instigated by foreigners aimed at destroying Syria. Assad consistently called the uprising a ‘foreign’ conspiracy carried out by terrorists funded by the West, or by “enemies of the homeland,” and by “conspirators,” who are clever, organized and methodical and mixed up issues to confuse innocent people. 
        The rhetorical reference ‘conspiracy’ is evident in a speech he gave to the People’s Assembly on 29 March 2011, two weeks after the uprising: “Syria today is being exposed to a big conspiracy, the threads of which stretch from far and close countries as it also has some threads inside the country [ ... ] the conspiracy depends, as far as its timing not form, on what is going on in the Arab countries. [...] This is natural. Even we, in the government, did not know, like everybody else, and did not understand what was happening until acts of sabotage started to emerge. Then, things started to become clearer. They will say that we believe in the conspiracy theory. In fact, there is no conspiracy theory. There is a conspiracy.” [footnoteRef:16] In different ways, Assad used the discourse of conspiracy to substantiate his regime’s representation of a wider discursive arena marked by an ever-growing domestic and regional hostility towards the regime. Concurrently, Assad deployed a discourse of “us and them” to refer to all opponents while accusing them of being part of an imperialist plot designed against Syria by the US and Israel, along with Arab countries, including Lebanon, Saudi Arabia and Qatar. For example, in a speech at Damascus University on 4 June 2012, he declared, [16:  See www.presidentasssad.net] 

There is no such a thing as an armed resistance movement—these are terrorist cells aided and funded by the West. Things were clear to us from the early days of the aggression. We all remember the reactions of those who did not believe or were not convinced of what I said at the beginning of the crisis. At the time, many people rejected terms like plot and aggression. …  [but… as long] as there are adversaries or enemies, conspiracies are natural around us. That’s why we shouldn’t give this component a lot of attention. What’s important for us is to focus our attention on strengthening our internal immunity inside Syria.[footnoteRef:17] [17:  Available on www.presidentassad.net
] 


       The rhetorical discourse of “us versus them” has been a constant feature of the Syrian regime’s culture of communication that had consistently used an ‘othering’ discourse to induce compliance through “widespread paranoia… [where] every outsider [is seen] as an evil conspirator and every insider as a good friend” (Al-haj Saleh, 2017:107). [footnoteRef:18] In this sense, such a discourse underlines a culture of communication that instrumentalizes language and culture to reconstruct, shape, discipline and normalize the subject of power. In the context of the uprising, Assad used the language of ‘othering’ and the ‘other’ as rhetorical devices to provoke a crisis imagery to ensure the regime’s survival through the materialization of threat and anxiety – an act which, as Murray Edelman (1988: 31) suggests, must be understood as a ‘political act’, rather than merely ‘recognition of a fact or a rare situation’, a proposal that has gained further currency since the inception of the War on Terror.  [18: 
 Al-Haj Saleh notes that another technique mobilised to divide people was the spread of the belief that if we do not kill them, they will kiss us, a phobia which has become one of the basis for sectarian uniformity and making distinctions between us and them (see Yassin al-Haj Saleh, 2017).] 

          In his speeches, Assad combined the ‘us and them’ discourse with essentialist language referring to his opponents, branding all as ‘Takfiris’ (those who accuse others of apostasy)  mobilised by extremist organizations, such as al-Qaida, and other extremist jihadist groups. In his speech on 12 January 2012, he claimed that “takfiris, terrorists, al-Qaeda members calling themselves Jihadis streamed from everywhere to command the combat operations on the ground…. We are fighting those, most of whom are non-Syrians, who came for twisted concepts and fake terms they call Jihad, but nothing can be farther from Jihad and Islam. Most of them are terrorists instilled with al-Qaeda thought, and I believe that most of you know how this kind of terrorism was fostered three decades ago in Afghanistan by the West and with Arabs' money.” In another speech, Assad identified the protestors as Salafi radicals and/or members of the Muslim Brotherhood. “…there are terrorists taking cover under Islam… if we go back to the 1970s and 1980s, when the devil’s brothers [Muslim Brothers], who covered themselves with Islam, carried out their terrorist acts in Syria. …the question is a race between terrorism and reform.”[footnoteRef:19] [19:  available at www.Syrian-freepress.wordpress.com] 

         Assad’s use of ‘us and them’ discourse as well as religious vocabulary constitutes a key component of the regime’s culture of communication in which such references were consistently intrumentalized to provoke sectarian[footnoteRef:20] fears and manipulate sectarian identities as a strategy to deflect attention from regime practices and control dissent. During the uprising-turned-war, the inscription of sectarian frames can be described as an intentional political practice aimed at a “sectarian distribution of violence to deepen the sectarian fault lines among the protestors, dividing and isolating them” (Hilu Pinto 2017:135)[footnoteRef:21] by, for example, making visible (via diverse media platforms) violence against Sunnis while rendering invisible (ignoring) the violence against non-Sunnis. These practices fed into the regime’s discourse that violence was led by Sunni militants and that the Assad regime was overwhelmingly supported by all other religious groups because it was the only protector against Sunni radicalism.  The deployment of such discourses is central to sectarianization[footnoteRef:22] of the conflict, understood as an intentional political practice by actors pursuing political goals that involve mobilization around religious identity markers (Hashemi and Postel, 2017)[footnoteRef:23].  [20:  Defining ‘sectarianism’ and ‘sectarian’ can also be contentious. As Fanar Haddad notes, these can be defined benignly as simply relating to the existence of ‘a multiplicity of sects’ in a state, or more discordantly as ‘discrimination, hate or tension’ based on differences between sects]  [21:  It is worth noting that within a year of the uprising, the totalizing narrative that the conflict was sectarian with roots in a long-standing broader Sunni-Shiite struggle for dominance in the Middle became dominant, ]  [22:  Sunni–Shia struggle for dominance in the Middle East, a reductive argument that detracted attention from the early demands of the protestors.
 ]  [23:  Sectarianism is also connected to the so-called shabiha, which consists of armed individuals who are likely responsible for the most atrocious violent crimes during the civil war, especially those of sectarian nature, such as the massacre at Karm al-Zaitoon in Homs on 11 March 2012 and the Houla massacre of 25 May 2012. ] 

Reform and the ‘good citizen’ 
In almost all his speeches, Assad used a discourse of social and economic reforms and good citizenship to summon his targeted audiences as ‘good’ or mindful citizens whose duty is to support the regime in its bid to move towards modernity and political reforms to counter foreign plots against his country, while linking it to the crisis imagery. This came across in his speech to the New Assembly on 11 April 2011 when he said: “As you know, Syria is going through a critical stage…. there is the conspiracy. There are the reforms and the needs. The conspiracy has always been there as long as Syria acted independently and as long as it has taken its decisions in a way that does not appeal to many parties” and in another speech at Damascus University on 4 June 2012 in which he constructed reforms as part of his regime’s strategy to distinguish between those who want reforms and those who do not want them, again instrumentalising an ‘us’ and ‘them’ discourse. 
           As he noted: “I’ll tell you something. We know a great deal about discussions taking place outside Syria, particularly in the West about the situation in Syria. None of those involved cares about neither the number of the victims nor about reforms, neither about what has been achieved nor what will be achieved. Everyone is talking about Syria’s policies and whether Syria’s behaviour has changed from the beginning of the crisis till now.”[footnoteRef:24]  [24:  Available on www.presidentassad.net] 

         In another speech to the People’s Assembly on 4 June 2012, he insisted that the assembly needed a clear development vision to carry out its obligations: “ For this vision to mature, it needs two factors: the first is constructive dialogue under the roof of this Assembly and among its members; and the second is continual communication with the citizens in order to know the challenges and the difficulties which they face or to listen from them to solutions and proposals which could enrich the programs and plans of the Assembly and make them closer to reality and better adapted to citizens' concerns…..If the Syrian citizen is our objective, he should be our starting point. And if we are working for the Syrian citizen, and if our objective is to serve the citizen's interests, then the citizen's views should be our guiding light.” [footnoteRef:25] [25:  Available on www.presidentassad.net] 

       In most his speeches, Assad linked reform to a long-standing regime discourse of who is a good citizen, which comes across clearly in his speech on 1 July 2013. As he stated: “Since the attack is launched against the homeland with all its human and material constituents, the mindful citizen has certainly known that passivity, waiting for time or others to solve the problem is a sort of pushing the country towards the abyss, and not contributing solutions is a kind of taking the homeland backwards with no progress towards overcoming what the homeland is going through….The citizen is our compass, and we get along with our citizens in the direction they identify. We are here to serve our citizens; and without this service there is no justification for the existence of any one of us. What is important is for the citizen to feel his or her citizenship in every sense of the word….” [footnoteRef:26] [26:  See www.presidentassad.net
] 

        In his speeches, Assad used the same references and tropes underpinning the dominant culture of communication in which references to citizenship as a discourse and practice were instrumentalized by the regime to shape and construct what it means to be Syrian in order to manage individual’s expectations of freedom and upward mobility. Broadly speaking, the aim of this discourse was to create a “good Arab citizen” which the late President Hafez al-Assad adopted for his corrective movement intended to shape and construct national identity as a sovereign pan-Arab national identity. Under Bashar al-Assad, the slogan “Development and Modernization” was used to refer to plans and strategies to develop existing systems and present them as modern. A parallel slogan “Stability and Continuity” was also disseminated during the early days of Bashar’s rule - an ideology was supplemented by manifold “discourses of the “good life” combining talk about economic liberalization with fears of sectarian disorder[footnoteRef:27] and “non-sovereignty” to quell dissent. Lisa Wedeen has suggested that the “good life entailed not only the usual aspirations to economic well-being, but also fantasies of multi-cultural accommodation, domestic security and a sovereign national identity,” (Wedeen, 2013: ) reflecting two contradictory logics of rule, cultivating an aspirational consciousness for freedom, upward mobility, and consumer pleasure, on the one hand, while continuing to tether possibilities for advancement to citizen obedience and coercive control, on the other. These contradictions were mediated and managed in Syria through an image that wedded private capital to regime/public control—epitomized by the glamorous, urbane, assertively modern “first family.” [footnoteRef:28] [27:  In fact, discourses about the dangers of sectarianism formed the background of the regime narratives used to legitimize the bloody suppression of the uprising that began in 2011.]  [28:  Images of the modern first family – such as those of the president’s wife Asma – leading debates about women’s rights were disseminated through the regime-controlled media. See, for example, http://www.presidentassad.net/index.php?option=com_content&view=category&layout=blog&id=165&Itemid=487] 

        Interestingly, however, in his main speeches since the uprising began, Assad adapted his discourse of the good citizen to include ‘the martyrs of the nation’ (as opposed to the martyrs of IS), underlining the resonance of the motif of martyrdom in Arab culture, in general, and in Muslim societies, in particular, and its affective potential within emotive contexts marked by persistent violence, suffering and loss. For example, in a speech on 6 January 2013, he said: “"I know as you all know that what the homeland is going through is painful and difficult, and I feel the pain which is felt by most of the Syrian people over the loss of loved ones and the martyrdom of sons and relatives… A people like you, who have fought, resisted and stood fast in a country which has been exposed to an aggression unparalleled in its ferocity, is worthy of respect and appreciation, worthy of their homeland, history and civilization. You have restored the true meaning of the word revolution and proved that Syrians live honourably and die as martyrs honourably, that their dignity is more important than life itself and that their faith in God is fully intertwined with their faith in the nation, its land and people."[footnoteRef:29] [29:  The regime-controlled media, as well as media supportive of the regime regularly posted stories and images of the martyrs of the nation, particularly army members killed during the civil war. See http://www.presidentassad.net/index.php?option=com_content&view=category&id=318&Itemid=470 Available on www.presidentassad.net. ] 

        Indeed, in most of his speeches, Assad sought to construct Syrian martyrs as Arab national martyrs whose primary duty is the protection of the nation, thus constructing martyrdom as a national obligation, and, as such, a fundamentally productive political practice.[footnoteRef:30] It is in this sense that Assad used this culturally-meaningful trope to articulate a wider moral universe around martyrdom that connects it to what it means to be a good Arab Syrian citizen while also exploiting the affective contexts of mourning to project a sense of collective citizen obligation and in turn to mobilize the constituency in ways that seemingly fulfil this sense of duty.  [30:  The ] 

Conclusion
The Syrian conflict is the most documented war in modern times, and the most violent. It is also the first networked conflict of the 21st century. Compared to other Arab uprisings and long-term conflicts in the Middle East, the Syrian conflict has featured the widest range of examples of digital and social media practices, the production and distribution of a variety of content by a host of political activists, witnesses, rebels, state agents and soldiers, underlining how media are implicated in practices of war as well as the battle over ideologies, images, rhetoric and politics.  The conflict in Syria, at the time of writing into its eighth year, provides a productive context through which to consider this battle, what Horowitz (1991: 2) has called the metaconflict: “the conflict over the nature of the conflict.” While there are many ways to discuss the battle over narrative, particularly in the expanding media spheres, this paper has limited itself to discussing the Syrian regime’s strategic communication as an optic through which to address politics and political phenomena. While politics is, in its essence, about its communication, the point here is not to assert that politics must always be examined from a purely communicative aspect, but rather to examine how meanings are produced, disseminated, circulated and materialized as practices of politics.  
        The paper addressed the Syrian regime’s strategic communication as a constant campaign of meaning-production that  combined traditional practices and techniques of conflict - information warfare, propaganda and cyber warfare – adapted to the digital age with an existing regime-maintained ideological culture of communication to legitimate the regime’s violent war against its opponents, ensure support and uphold a ‘state of exception’ for itself.  The paper’s focus on the regime’s practices is not intended to undermine the agency, creativity and incredible courage and bravery of activists and ordinary people or their consistent attempts to confront power and demand their dignity and rights. But it is intended to draw attention to the dynamics of practices and ideology in which practices produce ideological representations and ideology becomes material because it is inscribed in practices. Finally, it is hoped that the focus on the dynamics of the regime’s strategic communication as a constant process of actions and enactments may avoid overly media-centric approaches to understanding conflict and communication that often focus on the role of media, representation, news and mediation processes as it draws attention to local contexts of media practices and the meanings inherent in and emerging out of these practices, particularly during conflicts when structure and agency confront each other and during which power discovers its nemesis. 
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