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STOURTON: Syria has been gripped by civil strife for more than two and a half 

years now - there’s no sign of that ending, and no sign of anyone winning either. 

  

How is it that an unpopular leader from a small minority Shiite sect has 

managed to hang on for so long in a country where the overwhelming majority 

of the population is Sunni Muslim? 

  . 

The answer of course lies partly with al Assad’s superior military equipment and 

the support of his powerful foreign allies.  

  

But - and it’s an uncomfortable truth - part of the responsibility lies with the 

opposition themselves. Their effectiveness has been ruinously compromised by 

the deep divisions between them. 

  

LUND: The opposition was divided from the start and the Assad regime did its best 

to keep it divided. And in this divided environment, I think groups like al-Qaeda, they 

thrive. 

  

STOURTON: As even those who spend their time studying all this will concede, 

it is a bewilderingly complex picture. Aron Lund is a specialist in the field - he’s 

written reports on the Syrian opposition for the Swedish Institute of 

International Affairs.  
 

LUND: You really have the full spectrum of groups from secular, defected, formerly 

Ba’athist military officers like Salim Idris, who is the Head of the Free Syrian Army 

general staff, through the Muslim Brotherhood and groups that are pragmatically 

Islamist or use some element of Islamist thought, to the hardline Salafi factions that 

are fighting for Islamic governance inside Syria, and past that into the radical Salafi 

Jihadi camp which sees Syria as just one front among many in the battle against the 

West and against secular Arab rulers.  
 

STOURTON: In this edition of Analysis, I am going to explore the ideas that 

drive the most important of those groups and to assess their strengths. And I’ll 

be asking what - if anything - we really know about the sort of Syria they might 

build if they do manage to overthrow the regime in Damascus. 

  

But this programme is also, in a grim way, a tribute to the Assad family. 

President Assad and his father Hafez before him have shown themselves to be 

brilliantly adept at doing what dictators do - hanging on to power. And the 

weaknesses of today’s opposition are the legacy of decades of skilful and brutal 

repression. 

 

Walid Saffour, now living as an exile in London, was suspected of being a 

member of the Syrian Muslim Brotherhood.  
 

SAFFOUR: I was arrested several times between 1979 and 1981. I was subjected to 

severe torture. My spine was broken. I was arrested around seven times - sometimes 

for four weeks, sometimes for three weeks. I don’t know why.  
 

STOURTON: The story of the Syrian Muslim Brotherhood’s suppression is 



 

 

textbook stuff - an object lesson in how effectively you can undermine a 

movement if you don’t much care how many people you kill in the process.   

  

The Brotherhood was founded in Egypt in the 1920s, the first modern movement 

to champion political Islam - or Islamism, to use today’s shorthand. The Syrian 

version became established in the late 1940s after the country’s independence 

from the French; and not long after Hafez al Assad seized power in a coup in 

1970, the Brotherhood challenged his authority. Raphael Lefevre is widely 

accepted as the leading authority on its history. 
 

LEFEVRE: Assad senior tried to pass a constitution in 1973 that was not deemed 

Islamic enough for the Syrian Muslim Brotherhood, which led a massive campaign 

against the regime. And Assad felt subsequently threatened politically by the group 

that he decided to eliminate it. 
 

STOURTON: A group of extremists who had broken away from the 

Brotherhood gave Assad the opportunity he needed. The group was called the 

Fighting Vanguard and split with the Brotherhood to pursue a more violent 

form of opposition.  

  

In 1979 they massacred dozens of army cadets in Aleppo - and their victims were 

members of President Assad’s minority Alawite sect. Walid Saffour of the Syrian 

Muslim Brotherhood.  
 

SAFFOUR: The Syrian regime accused the Muslim Brotherhood of committing 

it. The Muslim Brotherhood said ‘those who perpetrated it were not member.’ After 

that, there was targeting. Not Islamist; to all Muslim who are looking after the 

mosques.   
 

STOURTON: Walid Saffour is right - the massacre was not the work of the 

mainstream Brotherhood. But that didn’t stop Assad senior using it as a pretext 

for cracking down on the Brotherhood as a whole.  

  

In June 1980 he ordered the killing of 700 Muslim Brotherhood prisoners in 

Palmyra. The following month he made membership of the group punishable by 

death. As a result, a section of the movement concluded that violence was the 

only possible response to the regime’s repression.  

  

Hafez al-Assad’s campaign culminated in February 1982 with the Hama 

Massacre - where it’s thought that as many as 40 thousand people may have 

been killed by Assad’s forces in just a few weeks.  

  

ARCHIVE: One man who claims he was in Hama during the events there described 

it this way. (Man speaks in Arabic/segues to translator) “The army acted as if they 

were fighting during the Stone Ages where there was no respect for human beings, let 

alone property. No sense of honour. They were beasts.”  

  

STOURTON: Most of those Brotherhood members who survived went into exile, 

but by opting for a violent response to the regime’s repression, the group had 

played directly into Assad’s hands - supporting a propaganda strategy that 

dismissed the Brotherhood as a bunch of terrorists. Raphael Lefevre again. 



 

 

 

LEFEVRE: It created a lot of mistrust until now because basically the Brotherhood 

at first in Hama and then as a whole, as an organisation, fell in the regime’s trap. By 

allying afterwards with the fighting vanguard, this extremist group, it led a lot of 

people to resent them. 

  
STOURTON: So unlike the Muslim Brotherhood in Egypt, they really are an 

organisation that’s on the back foot? 

  
LEFEVRE: Absolutely, they are very much unlike in Egypt. I mean in Egypt they 

had 50, 60, 70 years to become engrained in society, to provide charity, to convince a 

lot of Egyptians that they were going to be there the day after Mubarak, that they were 

going to provide a political alternative. In Syria, the past 30 years have been 

characterised by a total absence of any sort of organised opposition and the 

Brotherhood is part of that absence. 
 

STOURTON: You might imagine that the Muslim Brotherhood could at least 

rely on the support of Syria’s clerics. You would be wrong. Sheikh Mohammed 

Yaqoubi is a prominent Sunni scholar, a member of the Syrian Ulema, the 

country’s traditional religious authorities. This is his view of the Brotherhood. 
 

YAQOUBI: They are splitting the Muslim nation into two. The real representatives 

of Islam are the Ulema, the scholars. We believe that the Muslim Brotherhood, that 

their goal is politics, their goal is power, and they’re using Islam and they are doing a 

lot of harm and damage to the picture of Islam and to Muslims and you never know 

when they are going to change. Now they’re saying okay, they accept democracy. 

Next day, they may say something different.     
 

STOURTON: An estimated three quarters of Syrians are Sunni Muslims, and 

the Ulema could - if they had been so minded - have provided a significant focus 

for opposition to the regime. The way the Assads neutralized that threat was less 

brutal than the technique used against the Brotherhood, but very effective 

nonetheless. There were carrots - big wage increases for mosque employees and 

plum jobs for preachers who towed the party line - and sticks too. Sheikh 

Yaqoubi is now living in exile. 
 

YAQOUBI: Let me give you the following example. Before the uprising, I delivered 

a speech and I was called to the political branch of the secret service for interrogation. 

And I called a friend who knows some officials there. So we got in the room.  There 

was a paper handed over to me - write and sign that you never tackle any political 

subject on your Friday speeches. With a stern look and some really tough words, I 

said “According to the instructions of the President himself, we have freedom to 

speak.” Well it took an hour of discussion. By the end, I said “I’m not going to sign.” 

The man went in and out.  My friend with me noticed that something was going on 

over the phone and they would take me to the basement now to arrest me if I don’t 

sign it. My friend said “Sign it”. I signed it and said “Well I  can sign a hundred of 

these statements, but if something needs to be said in my Friday speeches to support 

people, I will say it”, and I got out. This is one example of the pressure they exert on 

people. 

 

 



 

 

STOURTON: Those tactics didn’t work with you, but from what you say they did 

work with quite a lot of scholars. 

 

YAQOUBI: It did. It did work with many, of course. 

 

STOURTON: And the Ulema has paid a price for that in the judgement of the 

people? 

 

YAQOUBI: You’re right, totally right - yuh. A lot of damage was done to the 

structure of Islam - Sunni Islam, moderate Islam - due to the fact that people really 

were tempted in supporting the regime.   
 

STOURTON: Syria’s most famous Sunni preacher, Sheikh al-Bouti, was one of 

those tempted into supporting the regime. Indeed he was among its most 

enthusiastic supporters, and was said to be almost as familiar a face on Syrian 

television as the president himself. 

 

AL-BOUTI EXPLOSION FX 
 

In March this year the sheikh was assassinated - the moment of his death 

apparently captured on this video. No one knows for sure who did it, but there 

was widespread speculation that he was being punished for his views.  
 

YAQOUBI: A friend of the family. He started under my father, had huge respect to 

my father. I had huge respect for him. We always objected to his support of the 

regime since 1980, but the regime actually succeeded in recruiting him, brainwashing 

him to the point that he believed that the story of the regime was true, so he couldn’t 

see that people really were oppressed and people rebelled just because of the 

oppression. Several scholars talked to him and he didn’t change, and to be honest he 

did the worst damage to the people themselves and to Sunni Islam. 
 

STOURTON: In view of all that history, it is perhaps unsurprising that the 

opposition to President Assad was so divided when Syria’s civil war erupted two 

and a half years ago.  

  

The Syrian National Coalition was established to overcome that and give some 

coherence to the opposition movements; it’s recognised by over a hundred 

countries and it’s the body that capitals like London and Washington like to deal 

with. 

  

But listen to this description of the way it was formed, and you’ll get a sense of 

what a shaky structure it grew from. Monzer Akbik is Chief of Staff to the 

Coalition’s President - oh, and just to confuse you further, there is a body called 

the Syrian National Council, which is part of the Syrian National Coalition.  
 

AKBIK: There were accusations that moderate Islamists and liberal voices are not 

very well heard and represented in the council. So there was a need to have a broader 

representation for the Syrian political rainbow, so the Coalition was formed partly 

from the Syrian National Council, which is having about 30 per cent, 35 per cent of 

the Coalition; and the rest of 65 per cent, there were inclusion of liberals, moderate 

Islamists and also some of the grassroots of the revolution. 



 

 

 

STOURTON: That’s quite a complicated picture, beyond obviously opposition to 

President Assad. Can you describe what you share? 

 

AKBIK: We all share one vision, which is toppling of the regime, and it has to be 

replaced by a democratic regime - a civil democratic state where there is equality and 

there is separation between institutions. 
 

STOURTON: The Coalition has managed to unite a number of groups behind 

that vision - both Walid Saffour of the Muslim Brotherhood and the senior cleric 

Mohammed Yaqoubi, for example, support it. But…. 

  

AUDIO OF ANTI SYRIAN NATIONAL COUNCIL STATEMENT 

  
JERRY SMIT (ARCHIVE): Islamist Syrian rebel groups have issued a statement 

saying that they do not recognise the opposition Syrian National Coalition or the 

interim government in exile. 

 

KEVIN CONNELLY (ARCHIVE): It does suggest not just that Islamist groups are 

now very much centre stage in the campaign against Bashar al-Assad, but also that 

there is a rising type of Islamism even among … (fades under) 

  

STOURTON: At the end of last month thirteen rebel factions issued a statement 

declaring no confidence in the Coalition. It was a shattering blow to the Coalition 

at just the moment it was trying to establish its standing as a credible national 

movement.  

  

The dissidents’ main complaint - and their position has been steadily gathering 

momentum - was that the Coalition is made up of groups operating outside Syria 

itself - the “opposition of the hotels”, as its detractors call it.   

  

It has become notoriously difficult to paint an accurate picture of what is 

happening inside Syria, but Faisal Irshaid watches Syrian social media for the 

BBC’s Monitoring Service.  
 

IRSHAID: We’ve seen a lot of groups in the past few months leaving the Syrian 

National Coalition or actually criticising them. Some people even called the Syrian  

National Coalition’s politicians as “five star hotel politicians” because they think they 

do nothing apart from being outside in conferences and not really working, as they 

said, for the Syrian people. It is important because it means that the Syrian National 

Coalition is losing more and more support on the ground. And also once they don’t 

have a lot of support, it means that they cannot negotiate on behalf of the armed 

opposition as they were able to do that at the beginning of the conflict. 

  

STOURTON: The Coalition is, nominally at least, in command of the main 

fighting force in Syria, the free Syrian Army. Its supporters claim that it is being 

undermined by the reluctance of governments like our own to give it the kind of 

assistance it really needs.  

  

 



 

 

AKBIK: The friends of the Syrian people, they are providing some help, but they are 

not committed the same way that the friends of Assad are. 

 

STOURTON: Monzer Akbik, the Chief of Staff to the Coalition President. 
 

AKBIK: There is a big gap in the fire power between us and Assad. He has heavy 

artillery, he has tanks, he has war planes, he has missiles, the scud missiles. So what 

do we have? We have only light and medium weapons that we cannot really make a 

decisive victory using those. 

  

STOURTON: International backing can be a mixed blessing. One of the reasons 

the Syrian conflict has proved so intractable is that so many outside powers treat 

it as the frontline in a wider war; the Iranians and the Saudis, for example, see 

the civil war in terms of the regional rivalry between them. And even countries 

which are united in their support of the rebels are divided by their own disputes. 

Aron Lund, Swedish analyst of the Syrian opposition.  
 

LUND: You’ve had rivalries between some of the key financiers of the uprising - 

Saudi Arabia and Qatar which have been rivals for a long time and they’ve been rivals 

at this as well and sponsored different groups and tried to push each other out. And 

you know some groups paid one group to attend a conference and declare unity and 

the other country would pay the group not to attend. You know it was at that level. 
 

STOURTON: That kind of in-fighting can only make the Coalition and its Free 

Syrian Army even more unstable.  

  

IRSHAID: It’s definitely a very fluid situation. 

  

STOURTON: Faisal Irshaid of BBC Monitoring sees more and more fighters 

leaving the FSA for groups like Jabhat al-Nusra and the Islamic State of Iraq 

and al-Sham - or ISIS, both of which are linked to al-Qaeda.  
 

IRSHAID: Many of the fighters for the FSA are now no longer fighting for it and 

rather joined Islamist groups such as al-Nusra Front, the al-Qaeda linked group. And 

in my opinion, the main reason for that is at the beginning of the conflict, the Free 

Syrian Army was the only group at that time to fight al-Assad forces, and throughout 

the conflict more and more groups started to emerge and form. The other point of 

view is, especially in relation to the Free Syrian Army, many of the fighters that 

started with them realised that they’re not really effective in fighting the forces, 

securing more territory, or even running the affairs of the Syrian people that live 

under their control. 

  

SEGUE: 
 

LUND: There’s a lot of talk about extremism and al-Qaeda as being the big problem 

on the rebel side, and I think that overlooks the real root cause of all these problems, 

which is the disorganisation of the opposition, the lack of unified leadership. 
 

STOURTON: Aron Lund. 
 

 



 

 

LUND: The turn towards extremist groups which are able to bring some sort of 

ideological coherence and basic order, even if they do it through brutal means, all of 

that stems from the failure of the opposition to establish kind of a joint leadership. 

The groups like al-Qaeda, they thrive because they come in with a clear, simple, 

simplistic even black and white message of us versus them; and in a situation of 

complete chaos, of course this is something that appeals to some people and has a 

chance of working. 
 

FX Jabhat al-Nusra promo video 

  

STOURTON: Groups like the al-Qaeda backed Jabhat al-Nusra are also very 

good at getting their message across; they use slick PR - like the promotional 

video you can hear - and eye-catching attacks by suicide bombers, a tactic that 

marks them out from home-grown Islamists.  

  

It’s catapulted them from obscurity in January 2012, when they first declared 

their presence, to notoriety today.  

  

The growing influence of extremist groups associated with al-Qaeda is, of course, 

for Western governments the very worst direction the conflict could take, and 

it’s likely to frighten some urban middle class Syrians who prospered under the 

Assad regime’s economic liberalisations.  

  

What is the balance of power between the extremists and the more moderate 

pro-democracy rebels? Take your pick from these estimates …  
 

KERRY: Somewhere maybe 15 to 25 per cent might be in one group or another who 

are what we would deem to be bad guys. 

  

STOURTON: That was by the American Secretary of State, John Kerry. The 

moderate cleric Sheikh Yaquoubi is similarly upbeat about the forces of 

moderation. 

  

YAQOUBI: Probably 90 per cent of the fighters are moderate Sunnis in Syria. 

  

STOURTON: But the diplomat who spoke to our correspondent Paul Wood took 

a less sanguine view. 

  

WOOD: I said, “I’ll frame the question like this: what percentage are not jihadists, 

are not looting and kidnapping, are not fighting for Sharia law as opposed to 

democracy, and are militarily effective?” - and he said, “Thirty per cent.” And then he 

said, “No, no - I didn’t take your last point about the military effectiveness: 10 per 

cent are what we could support.” 

 

STOURTON: Faisal Irshaid of BBC monitoring has no doubt that whatever the 

percentages, the extremists are gaining strength. 
 

IRSHAID: Groups that have an Islamist ideology have proved to be more effective - 

not just in fighting al-Assad forces but also in running the affairs of the country. For 

example, in Northern Syria they started establishing Sharia courts. You might see 

some symbols of their presence such as maybe every now and then in the city you 



 

 

would see some black flags. But what they try to do is try to work with the people in 

terms of their social welfare. So recently we’ve seen a lot of videos by a number of 

Islamist groups giving food, giving clothes to the Syrian people. And even I 

remember seeing a video for al-Nusra Front showing the group collecting garbage, 

picking up garbage and litter from the streets. So they’re telling everyone by the 

videos they post and tweets and Facebook posts, that we are able to provide you with 

what you want to continue living let’s say with minimum disruption as possible. 
 

STOURTON: That clear, simple message the extremist groups offer may have a 

powerful appeal in the chaos of civil war, but it certainly doesn’t offer an easy 

path to peace. It is difficult to imagine anyone in the mainstream Syrian National 

Coalition, let alone any Western government, signing up to their version of a 

post-Assad settlement. Aron Lund. 
 

LUND: The most radical factions, the al-Qaeda factions and specifically the Islamic 

State of Iraq and al-Sham, has distinguished itself by saying that they don’t recognise 

the borders that were established after the First World War by Great Britain and 

France. They view Syria as only a part of the Islamic world. I think most of the 

groups fighting in Syria today - and this is part of the problem for the opposition - 

have not said much about what they want after the fall of Assad. The only groups that 

have from the very beginning had a very clear vision of exactly what they want, those 

are the most extreme groups. They say they want Sharia law and only Sharia law and 

nothing but Sharia law, you know, and that’s not a very realistic goal but it’s a very 

clear goal and they’ve been able to unite around that. It gave them kind of a head start 

on the rest of the opposition. 

  

STOURTON: The increasing prominence of extremist groups has been 

accompanied by a shift in the rebel rhetoric picked up by the BBC Monitoring 

team.  
  

IRSHAID: There is a more sectarian character to the conflict.  

  

STOURTON: Faisal Irshaid says that is partly a reflection of the religious 

intolerance of the al-Qaeda affiliates, and partly a consequence of the way 

President Assad has called on his sectarian allies, like the Lebanese Shia militia 

Hezbollah. 
 

IRSHAID: So the conflict started in March 2011 and you felt at the beginning that 

people from all over the sects in Syria were backing such protests. To some extent, we 

we’re talking about the Christians, of course Sunnis, even Alawites as well - the sect 

of President Bashar al-Assad. But later on in the conflict, especially in June 2013, 

with Hezbollah, Lebanese Hezbollah’s involvement in the conflict - and Hezbollah is 

a majority of Shiites - when they started being involved in the conflict, along with 

Iran, people felt in Syria that this was turning into a sectarian conflict. And suddenly 

you started feeling that the tone, in terms of for example social media - what people 

post on Twitter and Facebook and YouTube - they started using these words that are 

more sectarian in nature and suddenly people were becoming more and more Sunni, 

fighting for Sunnis instead of actually fighting for the Syrians as a whole - something 

that they were calling for at the beginning of the conflict. 
 

 



 

 

STOURTON: A sectarian conflict suits both President Assad and the extremists; 

it allows him to cast his defiance as a struggle against dangerous Jihadis, and it 

allows them to dignify their violence as a holy war. Assad now has exactly the 

enemy he wants. Raphael Lefevre sees echoes of the way his father, Hafez, 

crushed the Muslim Brotherhood 30 years ago. 
 

(to Lefevre) You’d have to say listening to your argument in full that the Assads, 

father and son, have in a way been, in an awful way been very effective in what 

they’ve done. They’ve made it impossib(le for any serious opposition to grow; and 

even now that we’re in a war, the opposition is still feeling the impact of all those 

years so keenly that they can’t unite. 

  

LEFEVRE: Absolutely, I mean that’s the product of 30 years of bitterness at one 

another, of repression. But let’s also not forget that the strategy of the Assad regime to 

crush the Syrian Muslim Brotherhood in the late 1970s and the early 1980s, this 

process of trying to radicalise, brutalise the opposition is actually working in Syria 

right now in the sense that it’s also breeding the sort of sectarian hatred and 

extremism that happened in the early 1980s and discredited the Syrian Muslim 

Brotherhood. So the tactic is in many ways the same and it’s working, unfortunately. 

 

SEGUE: 

 

AKBIK: We are getting more worried about what is going on with the extremists 

because our Free Syrian Army is fighting the regime and is getting stabbed in the 

back from those intruders.   
 

STOURTON: Monzer Akbik of the mainstream opposition group the Syrian 

National Coalition. 
 

AKBIK: It is very difficult to fight you know two wars at the same time, one in front 

and one at the back. And the regime is not bombing them. He loves them being there 

because it is helping his propaganda that it is basically Assad versus al-Qaeda and the 

20 million Syrians in-between, they don’t exist. Maybe the West, they think that those 

Jihadists are more dangerous than Assad himself, but we think that Assad is killing 

hundreds of thousands; those people are killing tens of thousands.  

 

STOURTON: But in in terms of the sort of range of extremist groups, where do you 

draw the line in terms of those ones that you think you could deal with in a future 

post-Assad Syria and those that you can’t? 

 

AKBIK: I think what we need to do is to understand the definition of each group. 

Like, for example, when you say radical - what do you mean by radical? If you mean 

they are the people who kill civilians, no I’m not talking about those. Those are 

al-Qaeda. Now when we talk about Islamists, you will find people who are basically 

fighting the regime and they are not the kind of people who commit crimes and 

discriminate killings, but they are religious and they want religious state. So they are 

not really very dangerous people okay, but they have wrong political views. These are 

the people I said that we have to sit with and we need to reason with. 

 

STOURTON: And you think you can persuade? 

 



 

 

AKBIK: I am sure that I can persuade some of them or most of them, but not all of 

them. 

 

HAGUE: Good afternoon ladies and gentlemen. We’ve just concluded an important 

and productive meeting of the foreign ministers of the friends of Syria Core Group, 

including a meeting with … (fades) 

  

STOURTON: Last week the Foreign Secretary, William Hague, and the 

American Secretary of State, John Kerry, hosted a meeting of Coalition leaders 

and Arab foreign ministers in London. The objective was to hammer out a 

common position in advance of peace negotiations which are due to begin in 

Geneva next month.  
 

KERRY: This war will not come to an end on the battlefield. It will come to an end 

through a negotiated settlement. 

 

SEGUE: 
 

STOURTON: Negotiation may by the West’s preferred option - and John 

Kerry’s words may even reflect the position of some, though probably not all, the 

groups that make up the Coalition.  

  

But that is certainly not the position of the more extremist groups. They of 

course  weren’t represented at the London meeting - they were fighting in Syria. 

And now they are not just fighting the Assad regime; they are fighting their 

fellow rebels. Faisal Irshaid. 
 

IRSHAID: You have a lot of in-fighting between these groups and the fight is not 

really over the ideology, but more over territory, so they want to fight on and try to 

establish who has more power over the other. And we’ve seen a lot of fighting among 

themselves over oil fields, for example, in the north of the country and also the east of 

the country - not just between the rebel groups as in the Sunni groups or the Islamist 

groups, but also between the Kurds and these groups. So they’re trying to have more 

access to the economic vital sites because they know that this is very important for 

them if they want to establish their own state or their own autonomous state until they 

eventually take over the rest of the country.  

 

STOURTON: It’s a pretty depressing picture that you draw, particularly in terms of 

what it means for Syria’s future. 

 

IRSHAID: Unfortunately, I am pessimistic about the situation. Even if the situation 

ends and there was a change in regime, these fighting groups are going to fight among 

each other whether because of ideological differences or because of wanting to have 

access to economic sites and territorial gains in the country.  
 

STOURTON: It is very difficult to imagine that Syria’s war will end in outright 

victory for President Assad and a return to the old order - too much blood has 

been spilt for that.  

  

But his family’s brilliant talent for brutality will leave a poisonous legacy; 

Syria’s suffering will almost certainly last longer than he does. 


