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Introduction

The rise of President Ahmed al-Sharaa in Syria in December 2024 appeared to mark a decisive
break with Syria’s repressive and authoritarian past. As leader of Hay’at Tahrir al-Sham (HTS),
the Islamist force and former al-Qaeda affiliate that spearheaded the offensive against Assad, al-
Sharaa oversaw the formal dissolution of the group and its incorporation into the emerging state
apparatus. The transitional leadership presented this transformation as evidence of a wider political
evolution: a movement once rooted in armed Islamist rule would now assume responsibility for
governing a unified Syrian state.

Yet roughly 18 months since Assad’s ousting, the transition from insurgency to government has
been more institutional than political. National authority remains heavily centralized under al-
Sharaa, while many former HTS commanders implicated in wartime abuses have been promoted
to senior positions within Syria’s security institutions. More importantly, the new leadership has
failed to dismantle many of the sectarian governing practices inherited from the former order. This
argument does not suggest that the transitional authorities and the previous Assad regime are
identical in ideology or political character; their foundations — one Islamist, the other nominally
“secular” — make that clear. Rather, it identifies a continuity in governing method: in both cases,
appeals to national unity and conspiracy have been used to justify centralized rule and avoid
accountability for sectarian violence. In both cases, too, sectarian armed forces were incorporated
into the state without genuine integration, preserving the factional and communal loyalties on
which the ruler’s authority ultimately rested.

The March 2025 killings of predominantly Alawite civilians along Syria’s coast and the July 2025
violence involving Druze and Bedouin communities in Suwayda demonstrate the consequences of
this continuity: rather than dismantling Assad’s sectarian system of rule, the transitional
government has reproduced practices that allow social divisions to be mobilized in the service of
crisis management and centralized authority. This paper assesses the mechanisms and costs of
these continuities and identifies the institutional reforms needed to prevent Syria’s transition from
reproducing another Assad-era form of governance.

The Assad Legacy

The durability of the Assad regime through the Syrian civil war rested largely on its use of
sectarianism as a central mode of governance, rather than, as is often assumed, a mere byproduct
of authoritarian rule. Inheriting this system from his father in 2000, Assad was himself an Alawite,
a minority community comprising roughly 10 percent of Syria's population.! Like his father, he
presided over a state in which Alawite officers were overrepresented across the military and

! Fefer, Adam, “Regime Change and Minority Risks: Syrian Alawites After Assad,” Carnegie
Endowment for International Peace, July 21, 2025.
https://carnegieendowment.org/research/2025/07/syria-alawites-minority-postwar-post-assad
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intelligence services, while prominent Sunni and Christian elites were carefully incorporated into
the economic and business circles, in service of a “united”” Baathist national identity.?

The result was a cultivated image of secular society that helped Assad present Syria as an exception
to a region increasingly shaped by religious conflict, while concealing a more fragile social order
of minority dependence on the regime, and mounting Sunni resentment toward a system many
viewed as structurally biased against them. It was this dual dynamic that Assad was ultimately
well positioned to exploit at the height of the 2011 uprisings in Syria, reframing what began as a
cross-sectarian campaign for his removal into a sectarian “civil war,” and recasting the regime’s
repression as a necessary response against “terrorism.””

This political strategy operated on two key fronts. First, through what researcher Sami Hadaya
terms “rhetorical articulation” in his 2020 study, the regime used sectarian rhetoric, projected both
inwardly toward Syrian society and outwardly toward the international community as a key means
of redefining the nature of the uprising while instilling fear within the country.* In a speech given
shortly after the protests in March 2011, Assad acknowledged that many Syrians had legitimate
demands, but argued that foreign-backed sectarian “conspirators” had hijacked those grievances
and spread “sedition” under the guise of reform. By claiming that these actors deliberately
inflamed sectarian fear to destabilize the country, the regime recast a political uprising as a crisis
of national security and presented its repressive intervention as a defense of national unity, rather
than the primary source of conflict.’

In doing so, Assad collapsed the distinction between the survival of his regime and the survival of
Syria’s minorities. He exploited pre-existing fears among Alawite, Christian, and Druze
communities, even as members of those communities increasingly participated in protests, that
regime change would produce sectarian revenge and the kind of communal collapse witnessed in
post-2003 Iraq. He reiterated this same theme outwardly to Western audiences in a 2013 Fox News
interview, warning that without a “secular state” such as his own, Syria would “disintegrate,”
thereby presenting his regime as a necessary barrier against religious extremism.®

The second front reinforcing this rhetorical articulation was what Hadaya terms “reification
through practice”” which was, effectively, the materialization of Assad's sectarian framing of the
uprising into a self-fulfilling reality. This required moving beyond media manipulation and using
state power to reshape the composition and character of the opposition itself. Nowhere was this
process more evident than in the general amnesty issued in the wake of the 2011 protests. Through
Legislative Decree No. 61/2011 and the subsequently broadened Decree No. 72/2011, the Syrian
government extended clemency to “all members of the Muslim Brotherhood party and other
detainees belonging to political movements,” according to its own communications with the

2 Siham, Abir, “The Role of the Syrian Business Elite in the Syrian Conflict: A Class Narrative,” British
Journal of Middle Eastern Studies 49, no. 3 (2022): 433—-445.
https://doi.org/10.1080/13530194.2021.1920210

3 Rastanawie, Hamza and Ahmad Al-Tayyar, State Neutrality Towards Religious Practice in Syria:
Results, Conclusions, and Constitutional Recommendations, Harmoon Center for Contemporary Studies,
April 26, 2025, Pp. 4-6.

4 Hadaya, Sami, “Sectarianisation in Syria: The Disintegration of a Popular Struggle,” Conflict, Security
& Development 20, no. 5 (2020): 610" _https://doi.org/10.1080/14678802.2020.1833520.

5 Bashar al-Assad, “Speech to the Syrian Parliament,” March 30, 2011.
https://www.documentcloud.org/documents/2782925-Al-Assad-Speech-to-Syrian-Parliament-March-30-
2011/.

¢ Bashar al-Assad, interview by Dennis Kucinich and Greg Palkot, “Bashar al-Assad Interview with Fox
News Part 3,” Fox News Channel, September 18,2013, at 1:01.
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Hd3KWHtYgBY.

" Hadaya, “Sectarianisation in Syria,” 610.

Noor Kahwash Analytical Report 3



Regional Studies Center (RSC) July 2026

OHCHR.® While Damascus framed these decrees as acts of “social forgiveness and national
cohesion,” the release of Islamists helped materialize the regime’s own sectarian prophecies on
the ground by empowering the factions it claimed to be fighting. °

Chief among these forces were Islamist and jihadist factions, including Jabhat al-Nusra, the
organizational predecessor of Hay’at Tahrir al-Sham, and Jaysh al-Islam, which drew leadership,
experience, and organizational capacity from individuals released from Syrian prisons.!® These
factions subsequently attacked many of the same communities the regime had warned would be
endangered by its fall. In April 2014, for example, Jabhat al-Nusra detonated twin car bombs in
al-Zahra, a predominantly Alawite neighborhood in Homs, killing at least 55 people, with the
nearest military target more than a kilometer away, part of a broader campaign framed as
retaliation for Assad's violence against Sunni neighborhoods.'!

Nor was this violence confined to religious communities. In December 2013, Jaysh al-Islam,
whose leader, Zahran Alloush, had been released under the June 2011 amnesty, was widely
suspected of abducting the 'Douma Four,' Razan Zaitouneh, Wael Hamada, Samira al-Khalil, and
Nazem Hammadi.'? '3 Their presence in Douma embodied the very political alternative that
Assad’s rhetoric had insisted did not exist: an opposition that rejected both authoritarian rule and
Islamist domination. Their disappearance can therefore be understood as removing some of the
most visible evidence capable of challenging the regime’s foundational claim that, without Assad’s
rule, Syria’s only conceivable future was an extremist [slamist one.

Prisoner releases did not independently trigger the militarization of the uprising, which was already
being driven by escalating state violence, military defections, and the growing foreign intervention
from multiple competing states. They nevertheless helped shape the sectarian character that the
war ultimately took by returning radicalized Islamist organizers to an opposition landscape in
which civic and non-sectarian actors were already being systematically repressed. The regime's
own conduct was not incidental to this outcome. The brutal and uneven violence perpetrated by
the state from 2011 onward was equally constitutive of the same logic, concentrating
disproportionately on the Sunni majority driving the revolution rather than on those the regime
claimed to protect.'*

8 United Nations Office of the High Commissioner for Human Rights, Report of the Fact-Finding
Mission on Syria Pursuant to Human Rights Council Resolution S-16/1, August 2011, P. 25.
https://law.marquette.edu/facultyblog/wp-content/uploads/2011/08/Syria_Report 2011-08-17.pdf.

° Permanent Mission of the Syrian Arab Republic to the United Nations Office and Other International
Organizations in Geneva, Note Verbale to the Office of the United Nations High Commissioner for
Human Rights, June 6, 2011, in OHCHR, Report of the Fact-Finding Mission on Syria, 30-31.

10 Majni, Anwar, Analysis of the Amnesty Law Issued by Legislative Decree No. 13 of 2021 (The Day
After, 2021), 1, quoted in Policy Coordination Group for Syria’s Missing and Disappeared, The Failure
of the Syrian “Amnesty” Decrees to Address the Issue of Detainees and Missing Persons, January 12,
2023.

' Human Rights Watch, “He Didn't Have to Die: Indiscriminate Attacks by Opposition Groups in
Syria,” March 22, 2015. https://www.hrw.org/report/2015/03/22/he-didnt-have-die/indiscriminate-
attacks-opposition-groups-syria.

12 Lund, Aron, “Into the Tunnels: The Rise and Fall of Syria’s Rebel Enclave in the Eastern Ghouta,”
The Century Foundation, December 21, 2016. https://tcf.org/content/report/into-the-tunnels/

13 Human Rights Watch, “Syria: No Word on 4 Abducted Activists,” December 9, 2014.
www.hrw.org/news/2014/12/09/syria-no-word-4-abducted-activists.

14 Samer Bakkour and Gareth Stansfield, "Sectarianism, indiscriminate violence and displacement in the
Syrian Regime's Civil War strategy," Conflict, Security & Development 24, no. 3 (2024): 213.
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For example, the regime relied on the shabiha, informal, predominantly Alawite militias predating
the uprising, to evade accountability for abuses whose communal character was often
unmistakable. At al-Houla, in May 2012, the UN Commission found reasonable grounds that
government forces and shabiha jointly killed at least 108 civilians, most at close range and many
of them children.!> Townspeople reported the attackers came from nearby Alawite villages, and
the victims were Sunni families in towns surrounded by them.'® Though the Commission could
not confirm the group’s exact composition, it found that the perpetrators were aligned with the
government and held the state responsible for the violence that was carried out.!’

Houla was not an isolated episode but one instance of a broader pattern in which the regime used
deniable proxies to carry out sectarian violence it could disavow. Together, state violence and the
Islamist violence the regime facilitated made authoritarian rule appear preferable to genuine
pluralism. It was this communally-divided political landscape, shaped by decades of regime
strategy, which Ahmed al-Sharaa inherited upon becoming Syria's de facto leader in December
2024 and which, as the following section argues, his government has done little to dismantle.

The Transitional Government

The formal dissolution of HTS, accompanied by al-Sharaa's pledge to establish “a comprehensive
transitional government that expresses the diversity of Syria,” projected an image of national unity
that closely echoed the governing methods of the former regime.'® Of the caretaker cabinet's
members, virtually all were drawn from HTS or its Idlib administration: the sovereign portfolios
went to the movement's own commanders — its military chief at defense, a founding Nusra
member at intelligence, a senior political official at foreign affairs — while the remaining
ministries were filled by officials of the Salvation Government, the civilian apparatus HTS had
built to govern Idlib. The separation between movement and administration was, in practice, a
symbolic distinction between insurgency and government, one that changed the state's vocabulary
without changing its structure of loyalty."

The expanded cabinet of March 2025, however, was presented as the fulfillment of this diversity
pledge, and it did introduce four ministers from minority communities—an Alawite, a Christian
woman who was also the cabinet’s sole female minister, a Druze, and a Kurd. Yet all four were
confined to service portfolios with no authority over the institutions that determine the use of force,
leaving defense, intelligence, and national security firmly under the control of al-Sharaa’s HTS-
derived inner circle.?

15 UN Human Rights Council, Report of the Independent International Commission of Inquiry on the
Syrian Arab Republic, A/HRC/21/50, 16 August 2012, paras. 49, 106, 133, and annex II, para. 6.

16 Thomson, Alex, “In Search of Houla's Killers,” Channel 4 News, June 3, 2012.
https://www.channel4.com/news/by/alex-thomson/blogs/search-houla-killers; Thomson, Alex, “The
Searing Grief of Houla's Survivors,” Channel 4 News, May 30, 2012.
https://www.channel4.com/news/by/alex-thomson/blogs/searing-grief-houlas-survivors

17 UN Human Rights Council, Report of the Independent International Commission of Inquiry, paras. 49,
106, 133, and annex II, para. 6.

18 Zelin, Aaron, “The Status of Syria’s Transition After Two Months,” The Washington Institute for Near
East Policy, February 12, 2025. https://www.washingtoninstitute.org/policy-analysis/status-syrias-
transition-after-two-months.

19 European Union Agency for Asylum (EUAA), COI Report — Syria: Country Focus (March 2025), sec.
1.2.2, “Government Formation.” https://www.euaa.europa.cu/coi/syria/2025/country-focus/coi-report-
syria-country-focus

20 Rands, Thomas, “The Makeup of the New Syrian Government,” Next Century Foundation, April 15,
2025. https://www.nextcenturyfoundation.org/the-makeup-of-the-new-syrian-government/
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Coercive authority remained concentrated within a loyalist core, while minority representation
was confined to civilian ministries that projected inclusion without extending meaningful control
over the security state, pointing towards a society that was going to be governed, once again,
through the very divisions its leadership claimed to have overcome. Nor was this continuity merely
institutional; it extended into the conduct of the forces themselves, which entered the new army
with their factional loyalties and reporting lines largely intact, as the UN Commission concluded,
and would soon demonstrate the consequences of that incomplete integration in the violence along
the coast of Syria and in Suwayda.?!

The first of these conflicts occurred approximately three months after the fall of the Assad regime,
when coordinated attacks by pro-Assad insurgents targeted interim government security forces
and killed roughly 238 personnel.?> The government responded by mobilizing forces to counter
the insurgency, but what followed bore more resemblance to the sectarian massacres carried out
by extremist factions earlier in the civil war than to a conventional counter-insurgency operation.
The violence that unfolded along Syria's coast, particularly in Latakia and Tartous, amounted to
collective punishment of Alawite civilians, killing approximately 1,400 people, most of whom
were civilians.?? Survivors described identity-based screening at checkpoints, where Alawites
were singled out and subjected to torture, mass humiliation rituals such as being forced to bark
like dogs and crawl on all fours, and, in many documented cases, summary execution. These acts
were captured in hundreds of videos circulated from towns across Latakia, Tartous, and Hama.?*

In the aftermath of the violence, al-Sharaa framed the crisis as the work of the “remnants of the
deposed regime and their external backers” attempting to drag Syria into another civil war, though
the UN Commission of Inquiry found that the roughly 1,400 dead were predominantly civilians,
with only some former military personnel among them.? The killings themselves he attributed to
perpetrators who had “broken the wall that maintains civil peace,” dissolving a massacre carried
out by the government’s own units into ambient violations and chaos.?® When coastal demands
mounted eight months later, al-Sharaa met them with a defense of central authority, dismissing
federalism as “political ignorance” and declaring it “time to end the state of division that has been
instilled in Syrians for more than sixty years.” Yet ending that division was the task he had claimed
for himself, and the appeals to regime remnants in March and to Syria’s past in November each
shifted responsibility away from the forces under his command.?’

Four months after the coastal massacres, the same pattern resurfaced in Suwayda, extending
beyond rhetoric into the organization of coercion itself. The crisis began on 11 July, when armed
men abducted and assaulted a Druze merchant, triggering a cycle of retaliatory abductions that

2l Independent International Commission of Inquiry on the Syrian Arab Republic, Report of the
Independent International Commission of Inquiry on the Syrian Arab Republic, A/HRC/61/62, March 12,
2026, para. 19.

22 Human Rights Watch, “dre You Alawi?”: Identity-Based Killings During Syria’s Transition
(September 23, 2025), section “Coastal Clashes and the March 6 Insurgency.”
https://www.hrw.org/report/2025/09/23/are-you-alawi/identity-based-killings-during-syrias-transition
2 Independent International Commission of Inquiry on the Syrian Arab Republic, Violations against
Civilians in the Coastal and Western-Central Regions of the Syrian Arab Republic (January—March
2025), A/HRC/59/CRP.4, August 11, 2025, Pp. 1-3. https://www.ohchr.org/en/hr-bodies/hrc/iici-
syria/report-coi-syria-august2025

24 Ibid.

» Tbid.

26 Syrian Arab News Agency. “Speech by President of the Syrian Arab Republic on the Recent
Developments in the Syrian Coast.” March 10, 2025. https://archive.sana.sy/en/?p=349169

27 Al Arabiya English, “Syria's al-Sharaa Warns Against Federalism, Stresses National Unity,”
November 28, 2025. https://english.alarabiya.net/News/middle-east/2025/11/28/syria-s-alsharaa-warns-
against-federalism-stresses-national-unity

Noor Kahwash Analytical Report 6



Regional Studies Center (RSC) July 2026

escalated into open clashes by 13 July. Government forces intervened the following day, but rather
than functioning as a neutral peacekeeping presence, they advanced alongside local tribal fighters,
including both Bedouin and non-Bedouin groups, who committed murder, torture, pillage, sexual
violence, and repeated acts of religious humiliation. By the end of the three overlapping waves of
violence, at least 1,707 people had been killed, of whom at least 1,342 were Druze.?® %

Between 14-16 July, the tribal fighters accompanying government forces operated under their
effective control, making their conduct attributable to the state according to the Commission’s
findings.*® These groups functioned as the shabiha-adjacent formations of the new order, though
now carrying a more overtly Islamic and sectarian character. Their mobilization extended state
coercion beyond the formal military apparatus while preserving the government's deniability,
whatever its initial intent. It revived an arrangement that Haian Dukhan, a political scientist of
Syrian state—tribe relations, identified under Assad, in which tribes became “participants in and
beneficiaries of authoritarian governance.”3!

Conclusion

Across both episodes, the two fronts of the Assad method reappeared. The coastal violence
reproduced its rhetorical articulation: a massacre carried out largely by the government's own
forces was reframed as the work of regime remnants and foreign backers, and central authority
presented as the only alternative to renewed civil war. Suwayda reproduced its reification through
practice: the mobilization of communally organized irregulars alongside official forces
materialized the very confrontation the government claimed to be managing, extending state
coercion beyond the formal apparatus while obscuring responsibility for it.

Neither episode required the transitional government to share Assad's ideology, only his solution
to the same problem: how to preserve centralized rule over a fractured society without submitting
the state's own violence to account. The continuity this paper identifies is therefore not a shared
creed but a shared solution. By employing the same tactics of collective blame, whether through
the portrayal of Sunni communities as terrorists or of Alawites and Druze as regime remnants and
foreign agents, the rhetoric of the new leadership has effectively reproduced the Assad-era figure
of the “conspirator.”

Entire communities are rendered politically suspect through their association with an imagined
internal enemy, even though Bashar al-Assad, around whom this threat was once constructed, is
no longer in power. In this respect, the new order mirrors the old: national unity, whatever its
source, has become the language through which sectarian violence is committed and accountability
for it is avoided in Syria.

28 Independent International Commission of Inquiry on the Syrian Arab Republic, International Human
Rights Law and International Humanitarian Law Violations Committed during the July 2025 Violence in
Suwayda, Syria, A/HRC/61/CRP.7, March 27, 2026, paras. 48—50.

2 The Commission's total of at least 1,707 also includes approximately 70 Bedouin fatalities, at least 225
members of government forces (many of them killed in Israeli airstrikes on 14—16 July), and an estimated
70 tribal fighters. A/HRC/61/CRP.7, paras. 48-50.

3 Independent International Commission of Inquiry, International Human Rights Law and International
Humanitarian Law Violations, paras. 3, 63.

3! Dukhan, Haian, “Between Stability and Violence: Tribal Authority in Syria's Transitional Order,” in
Syria After Assad, POMEPS Studies 57, December 2025, Pp. 16-19.
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Recommendations

It is imperative that the transitional authorities move beyond rhetorical commitments to unity and
adopt concrete, verifiable measures of accountability and inclusion. Reversing these tendencies
will require concrete steps beyond the reconciliation committees and roadmaps announced to date:

1. Security sector integration should move toward a genuinely consolidated, cross-sectarian
force rather than a patchwork of factional and tribal auxiliaries. Vetting should be grounded
in individual conduct rather than communal exclusion, and training institutionalized along
professional lines rather than the religious or factional loyalties of any single group.
Anyone with a documented record of violence against civilians or of communal
intimidation should be removed from active duty and referred for prosecution rather than
folded into the formal chain of command. The same standard should apply to individuals
tied to Assad-era networks and militias, whose crimes should be addressed through formal
judicial processes rather than informal reprisal or selective amnesty.

2. Foreign governments already engaging with Damascus, including the United States,
France, and other states moving toward sanctions relief or normalization, should direct
their leverage at the government as a whole rather than at individuals alone. The more
unconditional the support extended to al-Sharaa and his governing coalition, the less
leverage these states retain over its conduct and the more room the government gains to
consolidate power beyond outside scrutiny. Continued cooperation and reconstruction
financing should therefore be conditioned on measurable progress: published investigative
findings, prosecutions that reflect the actual scale of documented abuses by forces under
the government's command, and independent verification of vetting standards for any
security forces receiving foreign support or training.

3. The government’s ad hoc investigations into the coastal and Suwayda violence should be
replaced by a standing, independent investigative body with its own investigators and
prosecutors, rather than temporary commissions whose findings remain at the discretion of
the presidency. Full reports, including findings on command-level responsibility, should
be published rather than withheld. A dedicated unit of vetted officers, insulated from the
chains of command implicated in the violations, should pursue these cases through to
prosecution, transparently enough that victims and independent observers can verify that
accountability is genuine.

Absent these measures, Syria's transition risks replacing one exclusionary order with another rather
than constructing the pluralistic political system envisioned in the inclusive origins of the Syrian
revolution.
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