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The Stalled Revolution
On a Monday in late February. | received a Facebook message from a Syrian activist notifying me
that a demonstration was due to start in half an hour in a heavily guarded section of
Damascus.The occasion was a funeral. and so the protest was likely to be large.“Two of the five

n

martyrs are children. and funeral processions for children are always big. ” the message
explained.
| took a cab to the Kafr Sousa district. an area that is home to many government buildings. and

walked for 20 minutes. until I came upon about 75 casually dressed men toting machine



guns.These were the shabiha—the plain-clothes. pro-government militia who have taken the lead
in suppressing the rebellion.Their presence suggested that | was headed in the right direction.

| followed a barely perceptible trickle of young people down a residential side street.Old men
stood around nervously. as if waiting for something to happen.A boy of about ten came darting
up the middle of the street. his face partly obscured by a hoodie.“Allahu Akbar. ” he shouted as
he ran.l fell in behind him and. after passing another line of heavily armed men. there it was:a
nondescript mosque with several thousand ululating mourners huddled outside.

The body of a twelve-year-old boy was being held aloft on a wooden board—he had apparently
been shot by the army during a previous protest.| could see no Western journalists or anyone
from Syrian state television.Locals had clambered on the back of a disused truck and were
shooting footage on iPads and digital recording devices.When | took out my phone to take a
picture. however. a masked man approached and suggested that | put it away.

For a time. the shabiha looked like they might not let anyone leave.Eventually. however. the
funeral procession began to move. with a group of teenagers at the front.A bearded man told me
that this was common:Young people “have more energy than us. ” he said. “so they take the
lead.” | approached a nattily dressed young man in his mid-twenties wearing a beret and a
cardigan. and introduced myself as a journalist.“Have you Coke and onions?” he replied.This
response was not as nonsensical as it sounded:When the demonstrations are targeted with tear
gas. protesters rub Coca-Cola into their eyes and use onions to take care of the acrid smell.

The young man. Mohammed. told me as we walked that the demonstrators were shouting to the
child. “Your father said. ‘Hold your head up high. " and to his parents. “We are all your son.” At
funerals. he explained. mourners avoid political statements so as not to provoke the army or the
shabiha.A single mention of Bashar Al Assad could provoke a hail of bullets.He warned me that. if
anything happened. | shouldn’t run forward or backward but tear off down a side road.“You can’t
get arrested. " he said.“You are going to be our voice. ”

As we marched through narrow streets. people congregated on their porches and balconies to
watch and pay their respects.The adults were stony-faced. but the children were smiling. and
one or two were dancing.A group of boys began pounding hard on the iron grille of a closed shop
front. but Mohammed. who seemed to double as an informal steward. shooed them away.The
owner. he explained. was suspected of working with the secret police:"We can’'t give the
government the slightest excuse.If we so much as light a fire. they will come for us. ”

Five minutes later. they did.A brief funeral oration was read. during which the crowd stood
perfectly silent.Shortly afterward. it tried to push forward and the shabiha charged.Everyone

dashed for cover; Mohammed and | raced down an alleyway.After about 100 yards. we looked



behind us and saw no one was following.We emerged at an incongruously pristine shopping mall.
and | invited Mohammed for coffee.

This was my third trip to Syria.l first visited in October 2010 and again in November last year.This
time. | was particularly eager to meet the young activists who are the heart of the movement
against the Assad regime.Three out of five Syrians are under 25. and. beyond the lazy clichés
about a new “Facebook generation. ” there’s little understanding in the West of who they are and
what they might want.And so | came back to Syria for ten days. not as an officially sanctioned
journalist but as a civilian—living in ordinary Damascus hotels and meeting as many Syrian
activists as | could.

| HAD BEEN NOTIFIED of the funeral procession by a young woman named Nadia—a sassy. fast-
talking 21-year-old student at Damascus University.(I've changed the names of some of the
activists with whom | spoke.) She’d shown up for our first meeting wearing a glamorous white
hijab and a plastic raincoat.Nadia seemed well-to-do—her parents. she told me. were
comfortable but not rich—and she spoke in perfect. American-accented English.She refused my
offer of coffee.”In the coffee bars. someone’s always listening. ” she explained.So we walked to
the nearby Ummayad Mosque and sat down outside.

Nadia had been involved with the anti-government movement for less than two months.She’d
been quietly sympathetic to the protesters when demonstrations first broke out across Syria last
March.But she hadn’t joined in. because of the horror stories about the way the Syrian regime
treats female political prisoners.Then. in December. Arab League observers had arrived to
monitor the regime’s treatment of the opposition.Baathist supporters of the Assad government
decided to organize rallies to demonstrate their strength.One was planned for Damascus
University; those who didn’t want to take part were ordered to leave the campus.Nadia told me
that a friend of hers stayed behind and was raped by a shabiha.Not long afterward. Nadia went
on her first protest.

Since then. she has become accustomed to the threat of violence.She told me almost matter of
factly about one demonstration she’d attended in a district called Mezzeh—about 20. 000 people
gathered amidst falling snow.(Footage of this rally can be seen on YouTube.) Without warning.
the shabiha opened fire.”l hit the ground immediately. ” Nadia told me.“Most of the bullets went
above our heads.I could hear them whizzing past. ”

Together with a group of fellow students. Nadia helps organize demonstrations.She would
occasionally send me cryptic text messages inviting me to check my Facebook account. where |
would find directions to protests.Her texts tended to arrive at the last minute:The pervasive

security presence in Damascus means demonstrations are frequently organized on the fly.



Her group also coordinates the delivery of medical supplies to beleaguered opposition
strongholds like Homs. where activists fear hospital employees will turn them in to the
authorities.Their caution is justified:In February. a report released by the U.N.’s Office of the High
Commissioner for Human Rights found that security forces “systematically arrest wounded
patients in State hospitals...to interrogate them. often using torture.” The report also noted that
sections of two hospitals had been converted into “torture centers. ” where security agents
“chained seriously ill patients to their beds. electrocuted them. beat wounded parts of their body
or denied them medical attention and water. ”

As we sat talking outside the mosque. a posse of shabiha wandered past in green khakis.
handcuffs jangling from their waists.Some appeared to be barely more than teenagers.But Nadia
was more concerned by a pudgy. bearded man holding a camera and staring in our
direction.“Secret police. " she said.Nadia estimated that one in four Damascenes have some kind
of relationship with the sprawling Syrian security state.In March. documents allegedly leaked
from the Syrian security apparatus and published by Al Jazeera noted that 1. 000 security staff
were deployed around the Ummayad Mosque alone.(The day after | met Nadia. | discovered that
the secret police had been asking questions about me.“State security.They wanted to know who
you were and who you’'d been meeting. ” a man told me.“It’s normal. but be careful. "(

Nadia suggested there might be fewer prying eyes in the mosque. so we removed our shoes and
walked inside.Nadia belongs to Syria’s Sunni Muslim majority.The political ruling class. however.
is dominated by Alawite Muslims. a minority offshoot of Shia Islam.Nadia told me that her
opposition cell contains both Christians and Alawites as well as Sunnis. but all the same. she is
eager to see a democracy with a Sunni coloring.And. like many Sunnis. she sees a conspiracy in
Assad’s apparent invincibility.She’s convinced. for example. that Barack Obama and the Israelis
are working together to keep Assad in power.

It wasn't long before Nadia lost her faith in the possibilities of a peaceful revolution.In the middle
of December, Syrian opposition groups called a national general strike.Everything duly closed
down in rebel strongholds like Dara’a. but participation in the main cities—Damascus and
Aleppo—was patchy. either because of passive support for the status quo or because people
were simply afraid.Nadia became deeply angry—at the government. but also at her fellow

Damascenes. many of whom

have been quietly keeping their heads down during the uprising.“How can they just sit around in

coffee bars and enjoy themselves. pretending all this just isn't happening?” she demanded



e Y EAAJ (‘1\5—_—_3.” {.\M_w‘zs“ t_______’q'}q 14 ||
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