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The role of religion in Syrian state politics:

The relation between the Syrian state and Islam, as represented in its 
governmental or non governmental establishments or through the discourses of 
the people who believe in the role of religion in peopleÕs lives, goes back to a 
period previous to Syria political independence in 1946. 1   Since then, the 
religious institutions existed in Syria have developed and been a!ected by the 
nature of their relation with the di!erent government establishments according 
to the political party in power.

Since it came to rule in 1963, the BaÕath Party has adopted a secular stance, 
though not necessarily opposed to religion, and when President HaÞz al Assad 
came to power in 1970, he aimed to incorporate the religious movement to a 
great extent, because he believed that by doing so he could gain the trust of 
the Sunni population, who make up the majority in Syria.  Thus,  he extended 
his hand to the religious scholars, and took every opportunity to show his 
respect for them and his concern for their causes, and gave several high -
ranking Islamic Þgures seats in the PeopleÕs Assembly appointed in 1971, 
including the Mufti of the Republic, Sheikh Ahmad Kuftaro, and the Mufti of 
Aleppo, Sheikh Mohammed Al Hakim 2.  Assad was generally striving for 
widening the ground for his rule, so he restructured the political framework on 
new foundations, which di!ered from the original structure when the BaÕath 
party had come to power in 1963.  In 1971 he established the PeopleÕs 
Assembly, and in 1972 founded the ÔNational Progressive FrontÕ, which was 
considered a form of legitimising political pluralism.  It joined all of the political 

1  David Dean Commins, Islamic Reform: Politics and Social Change in Late Ottoman Syria, Oxford University 
Press, USA ,1990, and this book has been translated into Arabic: .  ديفيد دين
 ك*وم*نز، الإصلاح الإس*لام*ي: الس*ياس*ة وال*تغيير الاج*تماعي في س*وري*ا أواخر العهد ال*عثمان*ي، ت*رج*مة د. م*جيد ال*راض*ي )دم*شق: دار الم*دى، ط1، 1999( 
ص25.
2 Hanna Batatu, Syria's peasantry, the Descendants of Its lesser Rural Notables, and their politics (Princeton, New 
Jersey: Princeton University, 1999) pp.260-261.
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parties allied with the BaÕath party and acknowledged the manifesto of the 
ÔFrontÕ, which agreed to the BaÕath partyÕs permanent leadership of it.  A new 
constitution was then announced in 1973, amending the temporary constitution 
of 1969 which gave legislative powers to the ministry.  The amendments now 
transformed the country into a Presidency.  Assad tried, through his 
restructurings, to widen the political and popular support base for his 
leadership and increase its legitimacy by secularizing his establishments 3.

Following his coming to power in November 1970, he went on a tour of most of 
the Syrian governates, and tried to meet with a number of well-wishers.  He 
knew from experience the importance of winning over the religious movements, 
as this would decrease peopleÕs reservations about his legitimacy in being 
President of the country as a member of the Alawite minority.  He, therefore, 
tried, within the boundaries of his secular nationalist discourse, to get closer to 
the religious scholars.  In order to achieve this, he made huge personal 
donations in 1973 to the religious schools in the province of Hama, and to 
Islamic charitable societies in the province of Homs, and then, in 1974, 
increased the salaries of employees in religious institutions.  This increase 
included 1138 Imams, 252 religion teachers, 610 preachers and 280 Qoran-
reciters.  In 1976, and then once again in 1980, he increased their Þnancial 
beneÞts; and in 1976, under his sponsorship, an amount of  5.4 million Syrian 
pounds was designated to the building of new mosques 4 .  Every year until his 
death in 2000, he would hand out the Iftar on a certain day of Ramadan with 
the highest rank of Islamic scholars.

The BaÕath Party had supported strongly Ahmad Kuftaro gaining the position of 
Mufti of the Republic against the candidacy of Sheikh Hassan Habnaka Al Miladi 
5 in 1965.  Kuftaro belonged to a Kurdish family who had lived in Damascus for 
a long time, and his father held an important religious position.  He had also 
become well known since the 1940s for his e!orts aiming towards Ôbuilding 
harmonious relations between Muslims and ChristiansÕ.  The BaÕath Party 
succeeded, through pressure on the High Council of Fatwas, in ensuring that 
Kuftaro won the position 6.

3 Voker Perthes, the political Economy of Syria under Asad (London, New York: I.B. Tauris, 1995) PP. 135-140. 

4 Hanna Batatu, Syria's Peasantry, PP. 261.

5  For more on Sheikh Hassan Habnaka Al Medanee, see: Joranaes Reissner, Ideologie und Politick der 
Muslimbrruder Syriens (Freiburg: Klaus Schwarz Verlag, 1980)
وص**در ال**كتاب ب**ال**عرب**ية ، ان**ظر: ي**وه**ان**س راي**سنر، الح**رك**ات الإس**لام**ية ف**ي س**وري**ة : من الأرب**عينيات وح**تى ن**هاي**ة عه**د الش**يشكلي ، ت**رج**مة مح**مد إب**راه**يم 
الأتاسي،) بيروت: دار رياض الريس، 2005(، ص124 وسنعتمد على الطبعة العربية. 
6 Hanna Batatu, Syria's Peasantry, pp. 263.



Assad appointed Kuftaro as a member in the Þrst PeopleÕs Assembly in 1971, 
and won over other Islamic scholars, most of whom were graduates of religious 
schools and institutes, led by the Islamic charitable association ÔAl GharraÕ, who 
gradually began to cooperate with the authority to ensure that their small 
religious establishments could continue, and, at the same time, they gave 
Assad complete backing and support.  Sheikh Kuftaro considered that the re-
election of Assad during the periods of leadership referendums, should be seen 
as Òreligious duty and national obligationÓ 7.

When Bashar Al Assad came to power in 2000, he continued in the path of his 
father in approaching the religious movement by winning over inßuential 
religious scholars and bringing them closer.

However, the presence of religious establishments is limited to the area of 
education and propaganda. For example, there are no religious universities as 
is the case in some other Arab countries, and the Friday sermon isnÕt 
transmitted on television.  Nor does the president begin his speeches in the 
name of God, and very rarely does he cite Quranic verses.  The Ministry of 
Religious Endowments (al-Awqaf) has the job of supervising and also of guiding 
and organising the religious sector.

Because the Ministry is responsible for mosques and religious schools, the 
Minister of Religious Endowments is chosen with precision and care.  After the 
death of Abdul Majeed Al Trabulsi, who was formerly an active member of the 
Muslim Brotherhood, and one of their radical leaders, and who had been chosen 
by Assad Senior as a political message to the Muslim Brotherhood, a new type 
of ministers were appointed.  Rather than having inßuential religious or 
jurisprudent authority in Syrian society, these people could be considered 
ÔtechnocratsÕ.  Mohammed Ziada and Mohammed Ziad Al Ayoubi, the current 
Minister of Religious Endowments, who were both appointed under the rule of 
Bashar Al Assad, had both worked previously in administrative positions in the 
Ministry with no authority of any inßuential religious or political presence.

The Ministry of Awqaf supervises all of the mosques in Syria, even though most 
Ð  if not all Ð of them had been built with charitable and civic donations. The 
Ministry chooses the Friday sermon and the Imam, which are also subjected to 
the order of the provincial director of Religious Endowments, who 
administratively follows the Ministry of Religious Endowments.  At the same 
time there is also supervision of the mosques and Friday sermons by the 
political security department, which produces constant reports about the 
sermons and the attending worshippers and their reactions.

7 Ibid, pp. 2644



On o"cial and national occasions, the Ministry of Religious Endowments sends 
instructions to the orators of the Friday sermons to order them to speak about 
a speciÞc subject, for example, the Presidential referendum or the American 
threats against Syria.  The orators are obliged to speak about these subjects, 
otherwise they will be subjected to questioning from Security, and, in the case 
of continual ignoring of instructions, may be punished, as had happened to 
mosque preachers on more than one occasion. 

The authority also retains control over the position of the Mufti of the Republic.  
After the death of Sheikh Ahmad Kuftaro in 2005 8, who had been able to 
construct a personal establishment carrying his name, which concerned with 
preaching and missionary activities, a Presidential decree appointed Ahmad 
Hassoun (born in Aleppo in 1949) as Mufti of the Republic, thereby breaking 
the tradition requiring the Mufti to be chosen from one of the inßuential 
traditional families of Damascus.

He holds a certiÞcate in Arabic Literature and a Doctorate in Islamic ÔshaÞÕiÕ 
jurisprudence from Al Azhar University, and had been appointed Mufti of the 
province of Aleppo in 2002, having been since 1999 a Member of the PeopleÕs 
Assembly.

The selection of the Mufti of the Republic usually happens by mutual statement 
on the part of the High Council of Iftaa, which is made up of twenty Þve 
members, who are the Muftis of the fourteen di!erent provinces of Syria, and 
the directors of the Awqaf of Damascus and Aleppo, and others appointed by 
the council itself.  Among themselves, they agree on the choice of the Mufti of 
the Republic, and then publish a decree conÞrming the new Mufti.  However, 
this operation was completely ignored this time, and Hassoun was appointed as 
a Mufti under the provisions of a Presidential decree. The Mufti maintains 
strong relations with the political authorities whose side he always takes, and 
his strongly biased political statements have played a role in the large-scale 
loss of his credibility in big sections of Syrian society.  The last of these 
statements, for example, was when he described the election of President 
Bashar Al Assad for a second presidential reign, in May 2007, as  a ÒBaiÕa 
similar to that of the ProphetÓ 9.  Despite that, he is given credit for his 
courageous and reformative position in defending womenÕs issues, including 

8 Al BaÕath, (Damascus) 17/7/2005  .

9 As Sheikh Abdul Salam Rajeh, teacher of Religion Principles in the Al Fateh Al Islami Institute and member of the 
Syrian PeopleÕs Assembly, considered that ÒParticipation in the referendum is a Ôreligious individual dutyÕ Ó .



their right in granting their children nationality, and for his position towards 
what are known as Ôhonour crimesÕ 10.

The Muslim Brotherhood and the struggle for power:

The Þrst political conßict within the political establishments, especially in  the 
Parliament, came with the negotiations about the form of the constitution of 
1950, in the texts of which are discussed the relation between religion and the 
state 11. The Muslim Brotherhood demanded that the constitution include a 
direct statement saying that Òthe state religion is IslamÓ, which would 
discriminate against the Christian and Jewish minorities and vulnerability to the 
other denominations, like the Druze, Alawite and Ismaelite minorities present in 
Syria. This period saw violent disputes between all political movements over the 
ideal form 12  for the constitution and the position of the minorities resulting 
from the suggested form  13 .  

The Muslim Brotherhood entered a completely new phase with the BaÕath 
PartyÕs arrival in power in 1963, and this was demonstrated very clearly by what 
is known as the ÔHama RebellionÕ in April 1964, lasting twenty nine days, which 
was led by Hama leaders of the Muslim Brotherhood headed by Marwan Hadeed 
and Saeed Hawa, who were inßuenced by the latest writings of Said Qotob 14 
which took a very strong line, calling Muslim societies ÒPre-Islamic timesÓ and 
accusing their leaders of inÞdelity because they donÕt follow Òthe Rule of AllahÓ. 
From this came the famous term ÒAl HakimiaÓ (Governorship) 15 which began to 

10 Al Hayat, London, 1/3/2007 

11 Joranaes Reissner, Ideologie und Politick der Muslimbrruder Syriens (Freiburg: Klaus Schwarz Verlag, 1980), 
also published in Arabic: ان**ظر: ي**وه**ان**س راي**سنر، الح**رك**ات الإس**لام**ية في سورية : م**ن الأرب**عينيات وح**تى ن**هاية عهد الش**يشكلي ، ت**رج**مة مح**مد 
.We will rely on the Arabic version  .ابراهيم الأتاسي،) بيروت: دار رياض الريس، 2005(، ص118

12 See:  Joranaes Reissner,  Ideologue and policy for Muslim Brotherhood  in Syria ,p.379-391 , and also :Abdula 
Hanna , The Civil Society in the Arabic Modern State (Damascus :Dar Almada ,2002 ) P.349-363 . 

13  Mohammad Jamal Barout , Islamic Brotherhood in Syria , the encyclopedia of Islamic movements and parties , 
edited by Mohammad Jamal Barout and Fisal Darraj ,( Damascus : the Arabic Center for Strategic Studies ,2000 ) P. 
258 . and also: Abdul Rahman Alhaj , The Political Islam In Syria , ( the Reform in Syria between Domestic and 
international politics, edited by Radwan Ziadeh, (Arraya centre for research,2004) P.132-133 .

14 For more about the writings of Said Qotob and their influences, see: see: Radwan Ziadeh , The Question of 
renewal  in the Contemporary  Islamic Discourse, (Beirut  :Dar Al-Madar Al islmee ,2004) p.93-114 . and refer to 
his book :Said Qotob ,Signs on the road (1968 ) .  

15 For more about the ÔAl HakimiaÕ concept, see: Hisham Jafar , the Political Dimensions for concept of ÒHakimia 
Ò ,( U.S.A :The International Institute for Islamic Thought ,1995 ).  



be used continuously by Islamic extremist movements as justiÞcation for 
breaking laws 16 . 

The Hama Rebellion was an early indicator of the rise of a ÔJihadi movementÕ 
within the Brotherhood, inconsistent with their political, peaceful and 
democratic theses. This movement, carrying the name ÔBattalion (Kata'b) of 
MohammedÕ, is the same group later known as ÒMilitant VanguardÓ who 
embarked upon the tragic events in Hama in 1982.  The transformation can 
only be explained by looking at the transformation of the opposing side, 
represented by the hegemony of the political authority, the declaration of a 
state of emergency and the ending of political plurality and independent 
newspapers, as the beginning of the creation of a Òthird republicÓ in Syria, built 
on Ôrevolutionary legitimacyÕ rather than Ôconstitutional legitimacyÕ 17. These 
types of processes make political contest pointless, and motivate many political 
movements to resort to violence as a means to solve disputes. Islamic 
movements may be the most susceptible to this, due to the fertile religious and 
Shari' a ideas which allow radical movements to interpret enough texts in such 
a way to justify its armed procedures. Also at this time, the political struggle 
was breaking out in its worst form between competing regional and national 
BaÕath movements. Behind this was concealed a conßict between the 
countryside and the city, and a sectarian and class clash, demonstrated clearly 
by the event of many disasters, especially in 1966 when the 23 rd of February 
Movement succeeded in holding o! their rivals, punishing them cruelly and 
violently, and gaining control of the party and the rule.  They adopted a strong 
left-wing stance which terriÞed the conservative society in Syria into supporting 
en masse President HaÞz Al Assad in his movement against Salah Jdeed, and 
hoping to get rid of the childish left-wing rhetoric prevailing within the BaÕath 
Party leadership at the time.

The Þrst clash between the Syrian Authority and the religious movement came 
when the new Syrian constitution was published on 31 st January 1973. Protests 
broke out, especially in Hama, because the conditions which stated that the 
President of the Republic should be Muslim had been dropped from the draft 

16  On this subject see: Mohammad Jamal Barout , Islamic Brotherhood in Syria ,P.266-269 and also : Said 
Hawaa ,This my experience and my proof (Algeria : Dar Alwafa ,1991 ) P.72-75 . 

17 For more on this subject see: Radwan Ziadeh Decision Making and  Foreign Policy in Syria, (Cairo : Al-Ahram 
Center for Political and Strategic Studies (ACPSS ) ,2007 ) and also: Raymond Hinnebuch, Syria: Revolution from 
above (London; New York, Routledge, 2001); Steven Heydeman , Authoritarianism in Syria: Intuitions and social 
conflict 1946-1970 (Ithaca; London: Cornell University Press, 1999); Raymond A.Hinnebusch, Authoritarian power 
and state formation in Baathist Syria: Army, Party and peasant (Boulder , Co Westview Press, 1998).



proposal of the constitution.  This condition had been present in the 
constitution of 1950 and was maintained again in later constitutions 18 .

Complaining began to increase in Hama and Homs, and the inßuential Sheikh 
Hassan Habanake led a campaign in the Al Midan area of Damascus. So Assad 
ordered the PeopleÕs Assembly of that time to add an item stating as a 
condition that Òthe religion of the President of the Republic is IslamÓ 19, but he 
declared at the same time that true Islam should be Òfar from the narrow-
mindedness and awful extremism, as Islam is a religion of love, progression, 
social justice and equalityÓ 20.

Assad realised that the inßuence and e!ect of the Muslim Brotherhood di!ers 
from one province to another, and that its inßuence in the capital, Damascus, is 
the weakest, due to the di!erent political, cultural and economic inßuences on 
its inhabitants. For this reason Assad tried to attract DamascusÕ religious 
scholars by winning over the moderates and building a network of economic 
interests between those scholars and the Damascus tradesmen who were 
considered the principal providers of charitable and religious donations, and 
who took care of the scholars. The tradesmen began supporting Assad, 
especially as he pursued more liberal economic policies than the previous 
periods of BaÕath rule, which suited their interests and those of the large 
property owners in the capital.

Assad was thereby able to neutralise a large section of the religious movement 
whose only real interest was their personal safety and the maintaining of their 
interests and their ability to fulÞl their religious duties freely. At the same time 
he worked to take advantage of the many deep divisions which began to appear 
in the ranks of the Brotherhood. The clash between the Syrian security services 
and the Muslim Brotherhood reached its climax in the ÒArtillery IncidentÓ in 
1979, led by Captain Ibrahim Al Yousef. The reaction of the Syrian authorities 
was strong and violent, especially after the discovery of an attempt to 
assassinate the president HaÞz Al Assad in June 1980, whereupon the Military 
Defence Units, led by RifaÕat Al Assad, Þred at Muslim Brotherhood prisoners in 
their cells in Tadmor (Palmyra) prison, in which over seven hundred prisoners 
were killed 21.

18 Patrick Seale, Asad of Syria: the Struggle for the middle East (London: I.B, Tauris, 1988)

19 Article 3 from the Syrian constitution of 1973.

20 Hanna Batatu, Syria's Peasantry, pp.261.

21 Patrick Seal, Asad and the Struggle for the Middle East, pp.532-533. see also the report prepared by the Syrian 
Committee for Human Rights in London, 26th June 2001 www.shrc.org



At the same time a campaign of random arrests, covering the whole country, 
was taking place. Thousands of activists, opposition members and even 
supporters of the Movement (or indeed those ÔsuspectedÕ of being so) were 
arrested. Prisons became overcrowded with these people, who were sentenced 
to very long periods in prison Ð the average period was over ten years. All of 
this had very negative e!ects on Syrian society, which was not able to forget 
this Ònational catastropheÓ 22 that was described very well by a Syrian writer as 
being Òa victory to the authority over its society in its war against itÓ 23 . No 
government inßicts war against its own citizens? The methods of elimination 
that the government used, especially in dealing with the Islamists, left scars 
that cannot be healed on this wide movement whose members remained cut o! 
from the outside world for many years. The news spread about the physical and 
mental torture that they were subjected to caused retaliatory action whose 
a!ects can still be seen today, and for that reason the young generation, which 
came after the Òdisaster of the eightiesÓ as it became known, and especially 
those with religious leanings or who are committed Muslims, are naturally 
concerned of their personal safety and avoid not only involvement in politics, 
but also even discussion of it or listening to news of it. This avoidance goes as 
far as becoming a ÒphobiaÓ 24 , preventing participation in politics or anything 
that could lead to it. 

This can be regarded as one of the most important political and social results of 
the violent conßict between the Muslim Brotherhood and the Syrian security 
services which also caused deep cracks between di!erent factions of the 
Muslim Brotherhood, each blaming the other for entering into an Òunequal 
confrontationÓ with the authority. The President HaÞz Al Assad was intelligent 
enough to beneÞt from these quarrels and use them to his advantage. He 
distinguished, on 22 nd  December 1979, between those Òwho caused a!ront to 
religion in the name of religion, of whom there are ÔmisguidedÕ members, 
unaware of the harm that their actions carry to their religion and their world, 
and ÔmisguidingÕ members, aware of what they are doing, whose suspicious 
movements have a connection to the aims of Camp DavidÓ 25 .

He also distinguished between the Muslim Brotherhood and the conservative 
Muslims Òwho form a large and important part of our country and deserve the 

22  Radwan Ziadeh , Limits of Syrian Reform :Mechanisms of Power Transfer and Change Stakes , ( the 
Reform in Syria between Domestic and international politics, edited by Radwan Ziadeh, (Arraya centre for 
research,2004).

23 This phrase comes from the writer of Abd Al Razzaq Aeed  in one of his articles in the Lebanese newspaper ÔAl 
NaharÕ.

24 Husam Jazmattie , Youth and Islam in Syria ,the Lecture Magazine , issue 11-12 ,Nov-Dec 2005 .

25 Hanna Batatu, Syria's peasantry, pp. 270.



greatest careÓ26  in attempt to draw public support which could be won by the 
Muslim Brotherhood from their religious and conservative base.

However, after the dramatic rise of bloody confrontations, Assad directed his 
e!orts towards reaching a legal settlement through the publication of Law No. 
49 and a security settlement by following a policy of pursuit and surveillance, 
and random and group arrests, which ended in a complete crushing 27  by the 
military in Hama.

None of the negotiations that were held between Al Bayanouni, the new head of 
the Muslim Brotherhood in Syria, and a number of the Syrian security service 
leaders, to solve the issue of the Muslim Brotherhood as a political party and 
the regaining of its important role 28, were successful. The Syrian political 
authorities followed a policy of giving individual pardons and negotiating the 
return of several members as individuals, not as leaders of the Muslim 
Brotherhood, as happened in the case of the return of the ex-leader Sheikh 
Abdul Fatah Abu Ghida at the end of 1995, in which year failed all of the 
mediations aiming to settle the case of the Muslim Brotherhood as a political 
Islamic movement in Syria.  

The severity that the regime used to oppose the return of the Brotherhood and 
their reconciliation since the end of the eighties, and even now, can be seen in 
reality with the continued use of Law 49, passed on 7 th July 1980, which 
sentenced all members of the Muslim Brotherhood 29  to death by hanging. 
However, the implementation of the sentence to hanging was replaced by a 
sentence of ten to sixteen years in jail, as happened with several people who 
had been accused by the government of belonging to the forbidden Muslim 
Brotherhood 30.  

26 Ibid, pp. 271. and : Eyal Zisser, Hafiz al Asad discovers Islam, the Middle East Quarterly, Vol vi, No 1, March 
1999.

27  Nikolaos Van Dam, the Struggle for Power is Syria: Sectarianism, Regionalism and Tribalism in politics: 
1961-1978, London, 1979; Fred H. Lawson, "Social Bases for the Hama Revaluation, " Middle East Research and 
information Project Reports (November- December 1982) pp.24-28 and Robert Fisk, Times, 19/2/1982. and for the 
account of the government, see: Islamic Brotherhood in Syria :Black History (Damascus : Baath Party Office ,
1985 ).

28  Ibid , p.313-318, and Ibraheem Hamedie ,History of the secret relations between Damascus and Islamic 
Brotherhood , Alhayat ,(London ), 23/2/1997 . 

29 See: the Unfair Laws in Syria Ð the law 49 ( London : The Syrian Committee for Human Rights ) .

30 Razan Zeitouneh and Abdul Ha• Al-Sayyed ,Can Extraordinary Courts Ensure Justice :Supreme State Security 
Court, Damascus Center for Human Rights Studies (DCHRS), May 2007 .



After the death of President HaÞz Al Assad in June 2000, his son Bashar Al 
Assad came to power and continued to follow in the same path as his father in 
dealing with this case.  Discussion of it was closed completely despite the 
accumulation of social, humanitarian and familial issues contained within it, 
and it was administrated from the point of view of security only, which is what 
caused the extreme sensitivity, mentioned previously, of the new Ð and even old 
Ð generations of people emerging from prison recently, towards having any role 
in politics.

After that, the Islamic scene in Syria was limited to a number of religious 
scholars who maintained good relations with the government and had regional 
inßuence on society which began to witness a clear return to a traditional type 
of religion, shown by the number of mosques and the number of people 
attending them. However, all of this isnÕt necessarily linked to the politicisation 
of religion so much as it can be considered a Þlling of spiritual gaps rising from 
long years of political repression and closure towards attempts to change and 
open up the society. This had built a state of, so to speak, Ôdomesticated IslamÕ, 
for the government had succeeded in containing, to a large extent, the 
prominent characters in it as they emerged, through a series of carefully 
elaborated steps. 

The Muslim Brotherhood had ended up as a leadership outside the country 
which was ine!ective on the inside, where it became a number of individuals 
scared to say, or even to hint, that they belonged to this Ôforbidden groupÕ. 
After President Bashar Al Assad came to power in June 2000, the Brotherhood 
published what was called ÒGentleman Statement for Political ActionÓ, in which 
they announced their renunciation of all forms of violence and their support for 
the  principle of a Òcivil stateÓ 31, and then published their political programme, 
which can be seen as a Òhuge leapÓ in the movementÕs speech and actions. But 
despite these political steps, there was no change in the authorityÕs dealing 
with them.

The statement talks about what it calls Òthe modern stateÓ which is Òa 
contractual one, whose contract springs from a free and conscious desire 
between the ruler and the ruled, and the contractual form of the state is one of 
the things o!ered by Islamic Shari' a to human civilisationÓ. Also, Òthe modern 
state is a state of establishments, built on a foundation from the base of the 
pyramid to its peak, and on the division of powers and the ensuring of its 
independence, for there is no place in the modern state for the supremacy of 
any individual or power or party over state utilities. In the modern state, the 
rule of law claims the highest position, and the social security is more 

31 ÔAl HayatÕ, London, 4/5/2001



important than the security of the authority, and a state of emergency never 
takes the place of the natural state of the rule of lawÓ.

The statement adds that Òthe modern state is a democratic one, where free and 
fair ballots build the basis for the rotation of power between all citizens. It is a 
pluralist state in which di!erent and varied visions, opinions and standpoints 
are existed, and the strength of the political opposition and civil society 
establishments help to monitor and guide so that the state doesnÕt become 
repressive or corruptÓ.

The Muslim Brotherhood committed in their statement to Òthe mechanisms and 
means of democratic political action, and ensuring equal rights for all in 
beneÞting from the stateÕs capabilities in improving their positions, proposing 
their programmes and seeing their visions come realÓ, and to Òthe renunciation 
of violence from its means and recognising that the security solutions to the 
problems of the state and the society, and the violence of the executive 
authority, is an example of the presence of corruptionÓ.

Here there is a clear transformation in the political thinking mechanism of the 
most prominent Syrian Islamic movement, especially in terms of its acceptance 
of a democratic principle and peaceful rotation of power, and moving to work 
as a civic political party with an Islamic background or authority, as is the case 
with democratic Christian groups in Europe.  
  

Conclusions:

It is clear that religion has become a part of the strategy of the ruling Baath 
Party in Syria in order to ensure its survival in power. In spite of the fact that 
there is no parallel political discourse trying to invest religion openly, clearly, as 
has happened in more than one Arab country like Egypt, Algeria and Iraq during 
the period in which Saddam Hussein was in power, the attitudes and political 
statements of the Syrian President and o"cials are taking an explicit ideological 
position towards investing the religious feelings, the thing that has clearly 
emerged during, for example, the crisis of the Danish cartoons. 
 
We can say that this discourse is somehow drifting behind the return of 
religious appearances strongly within the Syrian society of both aged and 
younger generations who did not Þnd an open road to political life in order to 
exercise political activity and abundance of red lines which prevent social 
activity, and thus, found themselves a!ected signiÞcantly by di!erent degrees 
of religious speech.
 
Taken that these phenomena, as we have said, did not necessarily mean an 



overwhelming presence of political Islam in Syria, especially of the Muslim 
Brotherhood, the severe repression they su!ered prevents younger generations 
from thinking to join this movement. For Syrian political system it is not soon 
expected to allow an internal arrangement for the movement or its return, 
especially with the heightened external pressures on Syria, which makes the 
regime interpret any step towards reconciliation as if meant a signiÞcant 
political concession. Therefore, the internal situation for political Islam will 
witness a state of relative stability as it was during the three previous decades 
without preclude the emergence of some fundamentalist groups and extremist 
SalaÞ, that may make some armed operations in divergent intervals, but, 
without having any political or social impact. 


