CcSiw

Crisis Studies of the Islamic World
Vol.13, No.1, Spring 2026

Analyzing Cognitive Warfare in the Collapse of the Syrian Political System:
Dimensions, Tools, and Consequences

Hadi Rajabi1®

Received Date: 2025/02/27 Accept Date: 2025/07/27

Cite: Rajabi, H. (2026). Analyzing Cognitive Warfare in the Collapse of the Syrian Political System:
Dimensions, Tools, and Consequences. Crisis Studies of the Islamic World, 13(1), 173-205.

DOI: 10.22034/csiw.2026.734797

Extended Abstract

%e Syrian crisis, one of the most complex contemporary conflicts, has provided a platform for the

widespread use of cognitive warfare. This warfare, utilizing tools such as international media, social
networks, and psychological operations, has targeted changing public perception, undermining political
legitimacy, and deepening ethnic and social divisions. This research, conducted using a descriptive-
analytical method and framed within critical discourse analysis and cognitive warfare theories,
examines the dimensions, tools, and consequences of cognitive warfare in Syria. Findings show that
media and social networks, through emotional storytelling, fake news, information bombardment, and
shocking images, steered domestic and international public opinion towards targeted narratives. These
narratives emphasized the inefficiency of the government, structural corruption, and human tragedies,
weakening Syria's legitimacy and increasing international pressure. The social consequences included
weakening national cohesion, social polarization, exacerbating ethnic and sectarian divisions, and
growing public disillusionment, ultimately undermining the country’s political and social foundations.
The study emphasizes that cognitive warfare not only influences social behavior but also serves as a
strategy to alter political and social structures, highlighting the need for effective strategies to manage
similar crises and counter cognitive warfare.
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Introduction

The Syrian crisis, which began in 2011, evolved into one of the most complex
and multidimensional conflicts of the contemporary era, with its domestic,
regional, and international dimensions expanding simultaneously over time.
Beyond the military and political arenas, the crisis also became a field for the
emergence and expansion of new forms of warfare, including cognitive
warfare. By focusing on altering perceptions, beliefs, attitudes, and behaviors
among individuals and social groups, cognitive warfare seeks to influence how
audiences perceive reality and make decisions through the control and
direction of information flows. Within this framework, international media,
social media platforms, psychological operations, narrative construction,
disinformation, emotionally charged images, and information overload
constitute some of the instruments capable of shaping public opinion and
reinforcing particular discourses.

The Syrian crisis represents a significant case of the interconnection
between military, political, and cognitive warfare. During the early stages of
the crisis, Bashar al Assad retained varying degrees of support among
segments of Syrian society. Several factors contributed to this situation,
including the state's security apparatus, concerns among religious minorities
regarding the rise of extremist groups, the economic and political ties of
certain social groups to the government, and support from Iran and Russia.
However, the continuation of the crisis, the escalation of violence, economic
deterioration, corruption, widespread displacement, the failure of reform
efforts, and the state's declining capacity to manage the crisis contributed to a
gradual decline in public support. At the same time, international media and
social media platforms, through selective representations of the crisis, the
highlighting of humanitarian tragedies, and the dissemination of narratives
concerning governmental inefficiency, corruption, and violence, contributed
to changes in public perceptions of the Syrian political system.

The central research problem emerges from this context: How did
cognitive warfare, through the use of media and digital instruments, affect
public perceptions, social behavior, political legitimacy, and national cohesion
in Syria, and what role did it play in weakening the country's political
structure? The significance of this issue lies in the fact that cognitive warfare
is not limited merely to the transmission of information; rather, at a deeper
level, it affects emotions, identity, trust, attitudes, and collective behavior. In
the Syrian crisis, emotional narrative construction, disinformation, hashtag
campaigns, crisis related images and videos, citizen journalism, and the use of
social media created an extensive arena for competition among competing
narratives.

Accordingly, this study aims to identify the instruments and mechanisms
of cognitive warfare during the Syrian crisis, examine their effects on public
perceptions and social behavior, and analyze their role in delegitimizing the
political system and weakening Syria's political and social foundations. The
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main research question is: How did cognitive warfare, relying on media and
digital instruments, contribute to the erosion of political legitimacy and
ultimately to the collapse of the Syrian state? The research hypothesis is that
cognitive warfare, through systematic efforts to influence public perceptions
and social behavior, contributed to the erosion of public trust, the weakening
of political legitimacy, and the decline of social cohesion, thereby
undermining the foundations of governance in Syria.

1. Research Method and Theoretical Framework

This study employs a descriptive analytical approach to examine the
instruments, actors, and consequences of cognitive warfare during the Syrian
crisis. The research data were collected from academic sources, international
reports, global media outlets, official documents, and content published on
social media platforms. The analysis combines thematic analysis and
discourse analysis. Thematic analysis was used to identify and categorize the
principal themes associated with the instruments, objectives, actors, and
consequences of cognitive warfare, while discourse analysis was employed to
examine the relationships among language, narrative, power, and ideology in
representations of the Syrian crisis. The research process consisted of data
collection, data coding, identification of central themes, and analysis of the
roles played by cognitive warfare actors and instruments.

The theoretical framework of the study is based on the integration of
cognitive warfare theory and critical discourse analysis. Within cognitive
warfare theory, the primary objective is to influence the cognitive domain of
society and transform norms, values, beliefs, attitudes, and behaviors. From
this perspective, information is employed as a strategic instrument, while
techniques such as psychological operations, information overload,
disinformation, the manipulation of images and videos, and the construction
of competing narratives are used to alter public perceptions. Accordingly, the
erosion of public trust, the creation of social divisions, polarization, and
influence over decision making processes are considered among the major
consequences of cognitive warfare.

Critical discourse analysis, meanwhile, examines the relationship among
language, power, and ideology and demonstrates how language and discourse
can contribute either to the reproduction of power or to the challenging of
existing power relations. This approach examines, at the levels of description,
interpretation, and explanation, the linguistic characteristics of texts, the
relationship between texts and their sociopolitical contexts, and the ways in
which power relations are reproduced or contested. Accordingly, media
organizations, through their selection of particular words, images, and
narratives, can influence audience perceptions and reinforce or undermine
dominant discourses.

The integration of these two approaches makes it possible to examine
simultaneously the instruments and processes of cognitive warfare. Cognitive
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warfare theory explains mechanisms such as psychological operations,
information overload, and narrative construction, whereas critical discourse
analysis explains how power and ideology are produced and reproduced
through language and media narratives. This integrated framework is therefore
employed to examine how public perceptions were transformed, how the
political system was delegitimized, and how social behavior was influenced
during the Syrian crisis.

2. Discussion

The findings indicate that cognitive warfare during the Syrian crisis
constituted a multidimensional process that employed a combination of media,
digital, and psychological instruments to influence public perceptions. These
instruments can be categorized into three principal dimensions: targeted visual
representation and narrative construction; social media as a cognitive
battlefield; and psychological operations and influence over public
perceptions.

The first-dimension concerns emotional imagery and purposeful
storytelling. The dissemination of images of victims, particularly children, as
well as images and videos depicting destruction and highlighting humanitarian
tragedies, had a significant emotional impact on audiences. Likewise, the
repeated use of concepts such as "murderous," "repressive," and "illegitimate"
within antigovernment narratives contributed to consolidating a particular
image of the Syrian political system. From the perspective of critical discourse
analysis, this process demonstrates the role of language and representation in
constructing the meaning of a crisis and directing audience interpretations.

The second dimension involves social media, which became an important
arena for competing narratives during the Syrian crisis. Facebook, Twitter,
YouTube, Instagram, Telegram, and WhatsApp facilitated the rapid
dissemination of information, the organization of protests, the circulation of
images and videos, and communication among different actors. Hashtag
campaigns, multiple user accounts, emotionally charged content,
disinformation, fake accounts, and automated bots were among the
instruments identified in the study. This environment enabled crisis related
narratives to circulate more rapidly and reach wider audiences, thereby
influencing both domestic and international public opinion.

According to the data presented in the study, social media played a
significant role in providing Syrians with access to information about the
crisis. The survey cited in the research indicates that 73.2 percent of
respondents obtained information related to the Syrian crisis through
Facebook, while 64.8 percent considered cyberspace to have played a
significant role in increasing youth participation. Furthermore, 79.5 percent of
respondents believed that electronic media played an effective role in
expanding freedom of information and transparency. These findings
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demonstrate the importance of social media in shaping public opinion and
reinforcing crisis related narratives.

The third dimension concerns psychological operations and attempts to
influence public perceptions. Information overload, the dissemination of
contradictory information, the creation of a sense of urgency, fearmongering,
the use of influencers, and emotional storytelling were among the techniques
identified in the study. The objective of these techniques was to create
confusion, undermine trust in official sources, increase perceptions of
insecurity, and spread public pessimism and hopelessness.

An analysis of the objectives of cognitive warfare in Syria demonstrates
that these objectives were interconnected across several levels. The first
objective was to undermine the legitimacy of the political system through
negative narrative construction, the cultivation of distrust, and the creation of
a moral dichotomy between the government and its opponents. The second
was to promote social polarization and intensify ethnic and sectarian divisions
by highlighting differences and reproducing divisive narratives. The third was
to weaken the morale and cohesion of military and security forces through
information overload, rumor dissemination, and the cultivation of perceptions
of defeat and hopelessness.

At the social level, the dissemination of images of victims and the
highlighting of humanitarian tragedies contributed to intensifying feelings of
powerlessness and despair. At the international level, hashtags, emotional
narratives, and media reports contributed to mobilizing public opinion against
the Syrian government and increasing international pressure. Furthermore, the
creation of a persistent sense of insecurity, the encouragement of migration,
and declining trust in institutions and social relations were among the other
consequences identified by the study. At the same time, the prominence of
opposition narratives could contribute to the emergence of a spiral of silence
among government supporters and increase their tendency toward self-
censorship.

In terms of actors, the Syrian cognitive warfare environment involved the
Syrian government, foreign governments, regional states, opposition groups,
non-governmental organizations, media organizations, citizen journalists, and
independent activists. The Syrian government relied on state media and the
discourse of the "fight against terrorism" to reconstruct its legitimacy.
However, weaknesses in strategic communication and the effective use of
social media limited its capacity to compete in the narrative domain. In
contrast, foreign and regional actors and opposition groups employed media
and social media platforms to strengthen antigovernment narratives. Human
rights organizations also played a role in shaping international public opinion
by publishing reports and documentation concerning humanitarian conditions
and human rights.

Overall, the findings demonstrate that cognitive warfare in Syria was not
limited to the dissemination of information; rather, it constituted a process
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aimed at influencing perceptions, emotions, identities, and social behavior.
Through particular representations of the crisis and the acceleration of
narrative dissemination via social media, media organizations, together with
psychological operations and information overload, contributed to weakening
public trust and political legitimacy. Consequently, cognitive warfare, in
interaction with economic crisis, violence, corruption, displacement, and weak
governance, contributed to the erosion of the social and political foundations
of the Syrian system.

3. Conclusion and Suggestions

This study demonstrates that cognitive warfare during the Syrian crisis was a
multidimensional phenomenon that produced significant political, social,
cultural, and psychological consequences. International media and social
media platforms, through narrative construction, emotional representation,
selective reporting, the dissemination of images and videos, and information
overload, played an important role in shaping public perceptions of the crisis.
Critical discourse analysis demonstrated that language, images, and media
narratives were not merely instruments for transmitting information; they also
contributed to reproducing particular discourses and weakening the Syrian
government's official discourse. Cognitive warfare theory further
demonstrated how such narratives and information could be employed to
influence the attitudes, emotions, and behaviors of individuals and social
groups.

One of the most important findings of the study concerns the role of
delegitimization in the process of weakening the Syrian political system. The
continuous representation of the government as an inefficient, corrupt, and
repressive structure, combined with the highlighting of humanitarian tragedies
and the dissemination of negative narratives, contributed to declining public
trust and the erosion of social capital. At the same time, social polarization,
the intensification of ethnic and sectarian divisions, growing hopelessness,
self-censorship, and migration weakened social cohesion. From this
perspective, cognitive warfare should not be regarded as the sole cause of the
Syrian crisis; rather, it interacted with political, economic, social, and security
factors and contributed to the broader process of weakening the foundations
of governance. Within the framework of this article, the continuation of this
process ultimately contributed to the weakening of the political structure and
the fall of Bashar al Assad's government in 2024.

Based on the findings, effective management of similar crises requires
serious attention to the cognitive and informational dimensions of
contemporary conflicts. Strengthening strategic communication, enhancing
the capacity to produce credible narratives, increasing public trust, promoting
information transparency, improving media literacy, and developing greater
awareness of the mechanisms through which disinformation spreads are
among the approaches that can be derived from the findings of this study for
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addressing the consequences of cognitive warfare. Furthermore, preserving
social cohesion, reducing the underlying conditions of polarization, and
strengthening social capital can contribute to reducing societal vulnerability
to divisive narratives. The Syrian experience demonstrates that crisis
management in the networked era cannot be confined to the military and
political domains; rather, it requires simultaneous attention to public
perceptions, information flows, narratives, and the communication
environment of society.
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