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Introduction

In March 2015, the World Social Forum (WSF) was held for the second 
consecutive time in Tunis. The Tunisian capital was chosen by the orga-
nizers to emphasize the importance of the Arab revolts and their impact 
on social movements globally. Evidently, there were many panels and 
events about the Arab and Syrian uprisings. During the Forum, Assad 
supporters attacked several dozens of people attending a panel about 
the Syrian revolt that I helped organize. As I finished introducing one 
of the speakers, the late Syrian-Palestinian intellectual Salameh Kaileh, 
about 20 men entered into the conference room causing a scuffle. They 
chanted pro-Assad slogans, and removed pro-revolution posters and a 
banner from the walls. When attendees tried to steer them out of the 
room, they became threatening and shouted, “You are terrorists! No to 
regime change in Syria!” 

Two years prior, a similar incident had taken place at the same Forum. 
Assad supporters became quickly agitated when they realized that half 
a dozen of us were collecting signatures for a petition that condemned 
the Syrian regime’s atrocities.1 A man in his 30s was louder than the 
others and was pushing for a confrontation. “There is no revolution in 
Syria,” he shouted, “there is only a global conspiracy against the only 
anti-imperialist state in the Arab World and we will defeat it!” He was 
probably a provocateur but many of the people with him were persuaded 
that all protests against Assad were the result of Western manipulations. 
Some argued that Gulf countries paid infiltrators to destabilize the 
regime and justify an attack on, and later an invasion of, Syria. Within 
minutes, approximately 200 pro-Assad supporters and pro-revolution 
activists were facing each other, and ready to clash. The WSF security 
and organizers spent close to an hour trying to defuse the tension. Later 
that day, several people physically assaulted a friend who was on her way 
to attend a different event.2 Heated arguments about the Syrian revolt 
and confrontations such as the ones described here are not unusual; in 
fact, they have become the norm since 2011. In the United States and 
Europe, it is common to see pro-Assad supporters or pro-revolution 
activists picket or disrupt the events of their political rivals. 
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These conflicts have also become an integral part of the academic 
landscape. Sheffield University has recently asked Professor Piers 
Robinson to leave his post as a result of a campaign that exposed his 
affinity to autocratic regimes such as Russia, and use of conspiracy 
theories regarding Syria.3 The intense confrontation in academia is not 
confined to the social sciences, political science, or history departments. 
There are fierce debates in areas that are usually impervious to politics. 
For example, a few years ago, environmental scientists took part in a 
discussion about the role of intense, multi-year droughts that preceded 
the 2011 revolt. Some scholars argued the droughts caused the displace-
ment of the population on a massive scale leading to the formation of 
poverty belts around large Syrian cities such as Aleppo and Damascus. 
In their view, these structural processes were instrumental in generating 
protests against Assad.4 Others contended that decades of mismanage-
ment of water resources, combined with unrestrained irrigation, played 
a more important role in the pauperization of the peasantry.5 Scholars 
and professionals working in health had a heated debate about their 
ethical role in the Syrian conflict. Dr. Annie Sparrow wrote an article 
about the World Health Organization (WHO)’s criminal complicity 
with the Syrian regime. While most international health institutions, 
organizations, and practitioners took a firm stance against the Syrian 
regime, others such as the WHO allowed it to weaponize the medical 
field against its population.6

Another fervent debate took place in the field of chemistry and 
ballistic science to determine who was behind the various chemical and 
non-chemical attacks in Syria. Theodore Postol, professor of science, 
technology, and international security at the Massachusetts Institute of 
Technology is one of the leading experts in the field.7 He has become the 
academic of reference when regime loyalists and allies seek an authority 
figure in the field of ballistic science to absolve Assad of inconvenient 
chemical attacks.8 More serious scholars, however, have debunked his 
claims by highlighting the many inconsistencies in his analyses.9

In the same vein, the archeological community is split around the role 
of the Assad regime in the destruction and looting of archeological sites 
such as Aleppo’s Old City, Palmyra, or Krak des Chevaliers castle.10 Some 
professionals in the field played a significant role in undermining the 
Syrian revolt using their credentials and expertise. For instance, when 
Russian and Syrian forces defeated ISIS in the Syrian Desert, Vladimir 
Putin contacted the then Director-General of UNESCO, Irina Bokova,11 
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to inform her about “the successful completion of military operations 
to liberate the city of Palmyra, one of the treasures of world cultural 
heritage.”12 It is logical that the Russian president put the blame on ISIS 
for the destruction of Syria’s historical sites but that UNESCO is helping 
him to polish his image is problematic to say the least. 

Maamoun Abdulkarim, the Director-General of Antiquities and 
Museums in Syria, argued that the greatest threat to Syria’s archeology 
is ISIS. He told Ian Black, the Guardian’s journalist, that the Syrian gov-
ernment has been protecting archeological objects during the war. He 
then concluded, “[n]ow we hide things in Damascus, but if Damascus 
falls, what can we do? We are not supermen.”13 The Guardian’s article 
describes the atrocities of ISIS in the ancient city of Palmyra but fails 
to push back against the government’s narrative according to which it 
is safeguarding archeological sites and artifacts. It mentions the tragic 
killing of Syrian archeologist Khaled al-Asaad by ISIS but doesn’t make 
any reference to Tadmur prison, which is within walking distance from 
the archeological site and which witnessed the massacre of more than 
a thousand prisoners on June 27, 1980. The journalist briefly explains, 
“irreparable damage has been done by government forces as well as their 
enemies—in the battle for the Crusader castle of Krak de Chevaliers and 
the magnificent 14th-century Madina souq in old Aleppo.”14 However, 
the thrust of the article is about ISIS’s systematic destruction of archeo-
logical sites and the government strategies to prevent that. Black writes, 

[i]n scenes that echoed the second world war story of the Monuments 
Men who saved artworks from destruction or looting, 24,000 objects 
were also brought by truck from Aleppo earlier this year. The heroine 
of that operation was a 25-year-old Syrian archaeologist who stayed 
with the army-escorted convoy for a hazardous 11-hour journey.15 

The irony is that The Guardian published an article, less than a year later, 
titled “Syrian Troops Looting Ancient City Palmyra, says Archaeolo-
gist.”16 Finally, Black neglects to explain that the regime reduced entire 
neighborhoods into rubble and ruins, and destroyed large sections of 
cities where countless civilians perished and archeological sites were 
annihilated. This article is paradigmatic of mainstream coverage of 
Palmyra and other archeological sites in Syria.17 The main battle for 
these journalists is between Western civilization and the Islamic State’s 
barbarism; their coverage of Palmyra, unfortunately, is the by-product 
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of a Eurocentric world-view.18 This explains why many believe that the 
Syrian regime is a legitimate partner when it comes to defeating ISIS and 
preserving world historical sites. Maamoun Abdulkarim understands 
these dynamics and knows how to exploit Western sensibilities as his 
conversation with Black demonstrates. 

The tragic reality is that the debates occurring within the field of 
archeology are not exceptional or surprising. Scholars in fields as diverse 
as health, environmental science, ballistic science, not to mention the 
social sciences, history, or the humanities are all deeply split around the 
same issues. Many scholars decided to become guardians of a hegemonic 
geopolitical order instead of mobilizing resources within their fields to 
support Syrians’ struggle for justice and self-determination. Conversely, 
these professional circles should use the Syrian revolt to decolonize 
their disciplines, and make sure they’re not simply vehicles of state 
power or international law deployed against oppressed groups in Syria. 
These seemingly impartial academic or technocratic debates cannot be 
delinked from the lives of Syrians and their daily experiences. As seen 
above, some of these debates have lethal consequences, while certain 
academics and professionals are complicit in the regime’s crime. 

In this book, I argue that the deep divide described here tran-
scends any specific field and should be understood as a confrontation 
between two world-views. The first one focuses mostly on the macro-
political dimension and utilizes conventional theoretical tools, such as 
the “nation-state,” “international relations,” or “geopolitics,” to analyze 
the Syrian crisis. The second is attentive to micropolitics and everyday 
practices; it avoids simplistic labels that might invisibilize the people 
struggling on the ground. Simply put, the first reinforces the “politics 
of death,” while the second produces a multifaceted “politics of life.” 
The book proposes an unconventional reading of the Syrian revolt by 
analyzing the anatomy of violence and grassroots struggles. It argues that 
the conflict between revolutionary forces and the Syrian regime should 
be understood primarily as a confrontation between micropolitics of life 
and macropolitics of death. It is a clash between authoritarian technolo-
gies of power and grassroots micropolitics. 

THE QUESTION OF METHODOLOGY

The Arab revolts are a pivotal moment in the history of the region and 
require innovative conceptual frameworks for their analysis. While the 



introduction . 5

scholarships of Edward Said and Frantz Fanon have altered the politics 
of knowledge production about the Arab and Muslim worlds, Orien-
talist tropes about the region remain well entrenched. Below, I identify 
three dominant theoretical frameworks that are frequently deployed to 
examine the Syrian conflict. Each, in its specific way, is reproducing the 
old structures of domination and reinforcing Western epistemologies. 
This is not a proposition to simply reject them but rather to rethink 
them. The first one encompasses various Orientalist approaches that 
essentialize identities, cultures, and histories. It proposes totalizing ideas 
about religion, politics, and gender relations. Orientalist narratives in the 
twenty-first century have become subtler compared to what they were a 
few decades ago. Many conservative think-tanks in the West still operate 
within the confines of these archaic frameworks about the Middle East 
and the Arab world. They reassert essentialist assumptions about tribes, 
sects, and gender relations. They privilege the military aspect of the 
conflict with a focus on terrorism, fundamentalism, and sectarianism.19

The second approach maintains the nation-state at the center of the 
analysis. When the state is not problematized, its violence is invisibilized 
and legitimatized. Geopolitics is one such theoretical framework that 
prioritizes the state at the expense of other actors. From that standpoint, 
the state is the unit of analysis and anything that operates beneath or 
above it is dismissed. The main issue is that this perspective essentializes 
the state and presents it as an ahistorical entity. Geopolitics emphasizes 
the state and its interests but erases popular struggles because they do 
not use the same language nor do they operate on the same plane. Geo-
political analyses, while important, cannot fundamentally challenge the 
world-system or international relations. More recently, feminist geopol-
itics,20 or anti-geopolitics,21 shifted the focus to micropolitics and to the 
agency of marginal actors but this new scholarship is marginal in the 
fields of geopolitics and international relations.

A third strand of scholarship revolves around New Social Movement 
(NSM) theory. While NSM could be insightful in a Western context, 
it does little in a non-Western one such as the Arab World. In Syria, 
where anti-politics is the norm, social movements do not have a space 
to operate in. The idea of building a social movement to counter certain 
policies was simply inconceivable in Assad’s Syria, where dissident 
political actions were harshly repressed. Thus, the prison system became 
a central institution in Syria. The work of Iranian-American scholar Asef 
Bayat, especially his book Life As Politics, is an important contribution 
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in that regard. He develops non-Eurocentric concepts that take into con-
sideration the history and specificities of Arab and Muslim societies.22 

The book develops a heuristic analysis that operates against these 
frameworks. It contends that such an approach is necessary in the context 
of the Arab revolts where Western dominant perspectives are ineffective 
for the reasons explained above. The different chapters engage with intel-
lectuals as diverse as Giorgio Agamben, Achille Mbembe, Gilles Deleuze, 
and Frantz Fanon to explore new paradigms. Finally, the following 
chapters avoid traditional linear historical narratives and instead propose 
a Nietzschean genealogy. The book investigates the ways bodies and 
institutions are enmeshed in webs of power and are the result of political, 
cultural, and economic conflicts. It rejects a history that consists of 
uncritically cataloging events from the past. Friedrich Nietzsche explains 
in “On the Uses and Disadvantages of History for Life” that there is need 
for several types of history. Monumental history is essential because it 
reminds us of human capabilities and provides examples of compelling 
historical figures. Antiquarian history provides a sense of communi-
ties and deep roots in a shared past. Finally, critical history requires 
the forgetting of specific moments, the repression of others, and also a 
selective appropriation of the past.23 Following Nietzsche, French philos-
opher Gilles Deleuze notes that the task of the historian is to describe a 
becoming rather than fixed events in the past. “Becoming” is the result 
of conflicting forces that are in flux. In that context, the Syrian revolt 
opens a new space that allows for revisiting and altering the history of 
the present. The chapters below engage with various theoretical frame-
works but they all attempt a genealogical reading of the past. History is 
therefore constantly reconstructed from the standpoint of the present 
rather than being a collection of static facts from the past. In Chapter 
3, for example, I argue that popular nationalism that the Syrian revolt 
produced in 2011 could be read as re-enactment of nationalism of the 
early 1920s as well as a rejection of official nationalism of the 1960s 
onward. Likewise, Chapter 1 shows that participatory democracy, which 
re-emerged in 2011, cannot be delinked from Syria’s democratic years of 
the 1950s. Overall, I contend that there are moments where the politics 
of life operates through historical resonance rather than temporal con-
tinuity. The purpose of a non-linear reading is primarily to deconstruct 
the official narrative, and revisit moments in Syria’s history that pre-date 
Assad’s era. 
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I began the research for this book in 2011 when I visited Syria for several 
weeks. I spent two months in 2011 and 2012 in regime-controlled terri-
tories. In 2013 and early 2014, I spent close to three months in Northern 
Syria in areas controlled by the Free Syrian Army and civilian groups. 
I was mostly based in Manbij, which is a medium-sized city located in 
northeastern Aleppo. I also visited Raqqa, Aleppo, and other smaller 
cities, as well as several camps in Syria and Turkey. In these different 
locations, I conducted close to 200 interviews with activists, notables, 
youth groups, doctors, fighters, and internally displaced persons. After 
ISIS’s takeover of Manbij and other cities in Northern Syria in 2014, it 
became impossible to return to these regions. Between 2014 and 2016, 
I spent time in Gaziantep and other Turkish cities close to the Syrian 
borders. During these trips, I conducted interviews with activists and 
refugees who had fled the violence of the regime and ISIS. While the 
ethnographic component in this book is marginal, my stay in Syria and 
interviews with Syrians from various backgrounds informs each one of 
the chapters.

THE POLITICS OF LIFE AND DEATH

The first two chapters investigate the devastating implications of macro-
politics. They analyze the geography of violence deployed by the regime 
to crush revolutionary forces. They unpack the concept of macropol-
itics in the context of the Syrian revolt. They show that macropolitics 
is often undemocratic, destructive, and counter-revolutionary. It is no 
coincidence that regional powers, Western elites, as well as international 
institutions would choose a macropolitical lens to apprehend the Syrian 
conflict. By doing so, these actors deliberately chose to sideline revolu-
tionary struggles and consequently empower the Syrian regime. These 
chapters examine the multidimensional strategies utilized by the regime 
and other hegemonic actors to undermine grassroots resistance.

The following chapters propose a micropolitical analysis of the Syrian 
uprising by focusing on Manbij. Grassroots resistance is by definition 
local, heterogeneous, and complex. This suggests that only an explora-
tion from below could examine the multifaceted revolutionary praxes. 
It starts with an analysis of popular nationalism since 2011. The main 
purpose of emergent nationalism is to counter the despotic ideology 
of the Baath party. In addition, these chapters analyze micropolitical 
processes in the liberated territories and the challenges revolutionaries 
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face on a daily basis. Micropolitics can take many forms including the 
management of the city, the distribution of bread in war-torn territo-
ries, and underground resistance in regions controlled by regime forces. 
Overall, the book proposes two alternative readings of the events in Syria 
since 2011. The first one revolves around state violence and its destruc-
tive impact, while the second suggests that a politics of life could shed 
light on micro-processes that are mostly invisible to external observers. 
Finally, it shows that the politics of life can emerge from within the 
cracks of the geopolitics of death.

Using the concept of “necropolitics,” Chapter 1 proposes a taxonomy 
of death in Syria since 2011. Death in its various manifestations is a 
crucial entry point to understanding the anatomy of violence. The Syrian 
regime employed various technologies of death including starvation, 
torture, siege, indiscriminate bombing, chemical attacks, massacres, 
assassinations, etc… For a distant observer, the lethal violence appears 
indiscriminate but a thorough analysis shows there is a rationale beneath 
the orgy of death in Syria. The analysis demonstrates that each type of 
death (slow/quick; sensational/ordinary; random/calculated…) serves a 
specific purpose. In the end, the regime’s success in crushing the revolt, 
at least temporarily, resides in its ability to continually optimize and 
carefully calibrate its lethal techniques. Chapter 2, “The Geography 
of Death in Aleppo,” provides an in-depth study of urban destruction 
(urbicide) in Aleppo, the second largest city in Syria. Revolutionary 
forces liberated eastern Aleppo in July 2012 and controlled it for more 
than four years until its fall in December 2016. The city offers a strategic 
site to examine the uneven geography of violence as well as its scale and 
intensity. The analysis focuses on the Syrian regime’s utilization of spatial 
strategies to subdue the population and weaken grassroots struggles. 
The regime’s urban warfare is informed by Aleppo’s history as well as 
its social and demographic compositions. For example, the location of 
fixed checkpoints as opposed to mobile ones was carefully determined. 
The aerial maps show that despite their inaccuracy, barrel bombs were 
dropped on specific areas while chemical and clusters bombs targeted 
others. Urbicide in Aleppo represents a microcosm of the war that is still 
raging in the rest of Syria.

Chapter 3, “Nation against State: Popular Nationalism and the Syrian 
Uprising,” examines nationalism in the context of the Syrian revolt. 
Through their struggles for freedom and self-determination, Syrians 
produced a new form of popular nationalism. This nationalism was 
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dominant at least during the first two years before Islamic forces became 
hegemonic. It was deployed during the uprising as a tool for cultural 
resistance against the regime’s instrumentalist and despotic national-
ism. Simply put, official nationalism is scripted, monolithic, and rigid. 
Popular nationalism is elusive, performative, and plurivocal. To justify 
its grip on power, the Baath party weaponized nationalism for more 
than half a century. The cultural clash between these two nationalisms 
is the logical result of the military confrontation that is happening on 
the ground. Chapter 4, “The Politics of Bread and Micropolitical Resis-
tance,” examines the geography of bread in Syria since 2011 using two 
approaches. The first approach explores the political economy of bread 
with a focus on state policies and economic programs under the Baath 
rule. It analyzes the ways the state handled wheat shortages and prevented 
bread riots in the past. The Syrian regime used bread as a lethal weapon 
during the revolt to suppress opposition and undermine grassroots resis-
tance. In the second part of the chapter, the focus shifts to the minutiae of 
everyday resistance and the ways the residents in Manbij developed new 
strategies to produce, transport, and distribute wheat. These strategies 
were essential for the survival of the population and the continuation of 
the revolt. An analysis of the geography of bread in war-torn Syria allows 
for a better understanding of grassroots politics. Finally, Chapter 5, 
studies micropolitical struggles and local governance in the liberated ter-
ritories using Manbij, a city in Northern Syria, as a compelling example 
of successful grassroots governance during the two-year period between 
the Syrian regime’s withdrawal from the city in 2012 and the Islamic 
State’s takeover in 2014. During this interregnum, revolutionary forces 
reconfigured the city from the ground up by creating inclusive spaces, 
forming horizontal networks, and building democratic institutions. 
A micropolitical analysis of the revolt reveals a complex reality where 
military confrontation plays a peripheral role. Everyday resilience and 
unrelenting organizing constitute the backbone of the Syrian revolution. 
Revolutionary forces in Manbij overcame important challenges such as 
the lack of resources or the violence of the regime and built a vernacular 
form of democracy. Through experimentation, they created new insti-
tutions to transform their city and make it livable. The study shows that 
reality in the liberated regions is much more complex than the way it is 
represented in the media or in public discourses. 


