Departing ‘Secularism’: boundary appropriation and extension of the

Syrian state in the religious domain

Abstract

Despite the official secularity of the Syrian state, religion has always been a viable instrument
used by the Bathst regime to consolidatés authoity and legitimacy.Taking different
historicaltrajectories ranging from confrontation to-gptation,the boundaries betweastate
and eligion have shifted to conflat in thepost2011 uprising. The official politicahetoric
has become @licitly religious and antseculay ending an era of official secularity sinttee
1970s. This nely employed religious rhetoric is evident in th@sidential discoursevhich

is heavily and explicitly infused with religious languagealysis of Bashaal-Assad speech

to highrankng ulama in 2011 andis other public statements on the website of the Ministry
of Awgaf provides evidenceot only of how such religious leguage marks theove from
secularity whichwasused to strategically eoptreligiousinstitutions up to 2010, but also how
the deployment of religiorhas becoma source of security, legitimacy and survif@ the

Ba'athist regimesince2011
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Introduction

Since the formation of the modern Syrian state, thatBiat regime has consistently tried to
maintain [/and gain hegemgnover its heterogerous subjects. The regime was able to
institutionalize its authortarian ruleby establishing sociatontractsthat lasted until 2011.
However,the current conflict has produced a unigeenfrontationand crisis of legitimacy.
Understading the Syriaconflict as a proxy war only in terms of the involvement of different
regional and international actors disregdhe role of the Bathst regimés enforced ideation

to maintainauthoity and legitimacy.Consequentlyif we are to fully understand howeh
regime has maintained its stability, | believe thataddition to explaining the military,
political, and economic dimensionstbé Syrian conflict, we must also appreciate how religion
has been constructed in official political discourse and hewse helpgo legitimize the
Ba'athst state. The analysis of public political discourse as a methodological approach reveals
how someforms of knowledge are privileged over others, how identity is constructed and
maintained, how power is legitimized, howlitical violence and repressive security measures
are normalized, andin this case, how social and political consensus is prodaced
reproduced ideationally. Political discourses are not neutral reflections of social and political
reality; rather, theyorm part of that reality—they have a realitynaking effect. In this sense,

this article critically explores the relationship betweeligion and political legitimacy in Syria.

The broad political question that shapes this inquiryvisat role does themployment of
religious rhetoric in official political discourse play in reconfiguring a new national identity in

post2011 Syria?

To understand theelationship betweestateandreligion, the construction of ideology
since the creation of Syria as aioatstate inthe 20th centuryneeds to be closely analysed
While the creation of thenodernSyrian state has appropriated a natids@blogy in an attempt

to create a connection among its ethnically, religiously and racially heterogeneous subjects,



this emerged nationalism is a manifestation of a state that is apparently very advanced and

officially secular (Wedeen, 1999: 16Article 8 of thel973Permanent Constitution affirms

t hat t he S darty aslthe sdle |dading adrty of the state and society. While

Ba'athism, as an intrinsically secular ideology, has been the most dominant national ideology

in modern Syrian history, the Bahist regime under Hafez -@lssad made significant religious

concessionssuch as adding theonstitutional requiremeriat the president keeMuslim and

thatlslamicfigh constitutes the source of legislation.

Although these religious concessions revéa stat e’ s | n-bpéing eeigiousi n

institutions, sedarism was still the officiastaterhetoric. However, ithe post2011 uprising,
President Bashar-#issad has adaptednew national rhetoric that positdigious faith(imCh)

asthemain identifier of national belonging and idenfty.

This sacrifice of secularism in the aftermath of the uprisingonlyhighlightsthe crisis
of legitimacycurrently being experienced bye regime but, more importantiglsoelucidates
how constructing a Bathified version of religious belief acts as a sigtiool against political
dissidence! define‘Ba'athified as a configuration ahe‘revolutionzed and‘progressive’
notion of Islamic faith that focuseson aligning with Assd’ s Views of
Consequently my definition of Baathism does not entail its historical, ideologicaihd
political genesis sincéhe 1940s but rather,tacklesits evolution and how ithasbecome

restricted to supportinthe Assad family sincéhe 1980s with the adagton of aBa athified

religious rhetoric that enswgthe survival othe Ba athist state by sacrificing secularism. This

! Wedeen, Lisa. 199%mbiguities of Domination: Politics, Rhetoric, and Symbols in Contemporary. Syria
Chicago, IL and London: University of Claigo Press.

2 The employment of religious rhetoric by the'Bih regime can be traced to after the invasiolmazf in 2003

and the assassination of RafigHriri in 2005, but these instances were more of using religion as an accessory

to garner support in times of isolatiotmposedon Syria. Since 2011, it is m@a case of utiling religion as a
stateled straegy and part of conflict resolution and a security plan. See Pierret, ThorhdskRelgion and State
in Syria Cambridge: Cambridge University Press.

3The use of these two terms is taken from Bash&rsls ad’' s speech on 25 August

t

co

he

201



propagation of a personalistic rule in Syria substitutéatBesm as the base of iteological
foundation As such, this regulation of religioasithoity in the Syrian uprisingsince 201has
beenaimed at ensuring the survival of the regifmg mobilizing this conditioned and
constructed version da athified religiousbelief asbeingsynonynous with patrioism and

national belonging.

In attemping to understand theelationship betweethe Ba athist stateand religion in
Syria, it is important to note th#tis has pursuedlifferent historical trajectories, ranging from
confronttion to ceoptation (Pierret2014)* However, despite the importance of looking at
the ‘reformulation of religious discourse by the statethe post2011 uprising for reasons

relatingto legitimacy and survival (Khatib, 2016;20PHt hi s articl e’ s poi nt
inupd at i ng Pierret’ s -religioneelatomshiprangng framwconfrootations t at e
to co-optation. | argue that in post 2011 conflict, the new stligion spectrum is conflation.

This article is closely investigatingthe st at e’ s of s prapagatiega ysoecalled
‘modernzed, ‘moderatet] and ' purified version of Islant. To mark theadapaton in the

state’s depl oyment o flargelhatthe Bathstreginedads celied ¢ a f t

onreligionto sustain itauthoitarian rde.

Here the statgeligion relationship goes beyond-optation to intense monopadition in

times of political uncertainty. This appropriation of stagdigion boundariesighlights not

4 Pierret,Thomas 2014 ‘ The Syrian B&th Party and Sunni Islam: Conflicts and Connivanigéddle East

Brief 77, Crown Center for Middle East Studies, Brandeis Universéiruary.

5 Khatib, Line. 2016. More Religious Yet Still Secular? The ShiftiRglationship Between the Secular and the
Religious in Syria Syria Studie$ (1): 46-60.

6 Khatib, Line. 2019 ‘ Syria, Saudi Arabia, the U.A.E. and Qatar: thectarianizatiohof the Syrian conflict

and undermining of democratization in the regidritish Journal of Middle Eastern Studié6 (3): 385-403,
DOI: 10.1080/13530194.2017.1408456

”Terms used by Assad in the speech analysed in the second part of this article.

8 Suffice to note that the analysis in the paper will be limited to a single spech,c h mar ks t he shi ft
strategy to complete monopolisation of religious institutions after 2011.



only the blurred lines between the two, but the ultimate endorgeand conflationby the

religious sectooft he r e gi meThisartidle asks theifollewengrimary question:

1 What role does thBa athificationof religion play in maintaining the survival tife

Ba'athist regime?

The process of deconstructing the deployment of religious rhetoricablpaB alAssad
provides an insight into the ngnconstructed socialontractetween the Bathist regime and
the Syrian Sunni majorityThus the article aims to highlight the reconfiguration of state
religionrelations and the adaptationa$upporting rhetoric that juxtaposes the survival of the

nation withthatof Assadhimself

Key to the focus bthis article isaclose analys of President BasharAls s ad’' sof speecl
August 25, 2011 While there has beemplethora of studies tackling the question of state
religion relations in Syria both before asthce 2011, there has beam comprehensive
andysis of how religious belief is employed in political discourse. While this investigation of
the relationship between religion and political discourgke Arab regioms underrepresented,
the topic has beethoroughlyinvestigated in th&S context with many studie®f the impact
of religious rhetoric in speeches bwriousUS presidents (Hughes, 2019; Balmer, 2008;
Campbell, 1990§1%!! This article aims to fill the gap in how religious rhetoric is being

empoyed byasecular state with particular fagon Syria inthe current political turmoil.

This research uses content analysis to study the presidential sfpefaaust 2011 that

mar ks t kalyrespgomrse te thes uprising and the strategic dectsidarn to religious

9 HughesCeri.2019 The God Card: Strategic Employment of Religious Language in U.S. Presidential
Discourse International Journal of Communitian 13: 528-549

0 Balmer, R. H. 2008God in the White House: A hist@yHow faith shaped the presidency from John F.
Kennedy to George W. BudWiew York, NY: HarperCollins.

11 Campbell, K. K.andJamieson, K. H. 199@eeds done in word®residential rhetric and the genres of
governanceChicago, IL: University of Chicago Press.



discourse forits survival. Previous research has typically concentrated on the complex
relationship between the Bahist state and religion, documenting phases of confrontation, co
optation and rapprochement. However, this researchlosely examines the adoption of
religious rhetoric by President BasharAasad and the statepremediated attempt to
Ba'athify Islam. This will be further exploretty examiningtheu | a smesponse tthe crisis

andA s s aBd athsficationof Islamby creatnga‘Jurisprudence dfrisis, inwhichAs s ad’ s

words were explicitly and forcefully implemented.

Thefirst sectionaims toexpgore the question of legitimacy in the Syrian context in relation
to the complex role of nationalism and religion in garnering legitimacy for the néavhigs
regimesince its rise to power in 1970. This section focuses on exploring the differens phase
and trajectories of secularism in tzitienofSyr i an
secularism from a culturally accepted ideology tegimeimposed system aridtterly to a
narrative that accommodates religion as an indispensable parutdisac. This section will
critigue some of these phases and argueithite post2011 uprising, the relationship between
secularism and religion is not only a matter of reformulation of the religious discourse but a
perpetuation othe Baathifiedverson of Islam that sacrifices secularism. It will also highlight
the increase inreligious discourseThe articlethen moveson to interrogate the strategic
deployment of religious rhetoric in public political discoutsedeconstructing Bashaal

A s s sspleech.

What s clear, however, is thieadaptation of religious rhetoric during the Syrian conflict
has produced facadeof legitimacy for Assad. The reconfigurationsoéte-eligion patronage
reflects the emergence apre-establishedlliance with a nely adapted religious rhetoric that
hinges o propagating personalism as a foriudioitarian Survival The followingsections

2 Pierret, 2038. Religion and State in Syria



argue that the Bathistr e g i neeetiorsto thep e 0 pderaands was creating distirfiotms

of religious nationalism thatre conflated with Baathism.This newly constructed version of

Islam will be interrogatedthrough a close decipheringf notions of patriotism, nainal

belonging and religious belief ifPresidlenAs sad’ s f i rst speech to rel
toanalge t his speech stems from its i mportance
in how sectarianism, seaulty, and Islam have been meeptualized and constructed by the

Ba'athist regime, but alsats instrumentalization of these constructed notions to create a
homogenized, croeser, synonymized and conflated perception of religious belief and

supportfor the regime.

This will be realzed by looking closelyat the officid discourse used by BasharAdsad
to construct the notion and practice sfipportfor and loyalty to the regimeas a compulsory
religious practice that is needed to reali o merality. This synonynzation and conflation
constructedince2011 betwen supporting Bashar-Alssad and being a pious Muslim requires
adeep understanding of the different trajectories and phases undergone between religion and

nationalism since the criéan of Syria as a natiestate.

Nationalism, religion, and the crisis of legitimacy

Legitimacyis a complex and multilayered concept that has different applications depending on
the contexbeingconsideed T.H. Rigbyargues thalegitimacy is best wherstood as:
The expectation of politicauthoities that people will amply with their demands. based

not only on such considerations as the | atter

apathy, but also on the notion that they have the tigimake such demands. This notion both



inheres, explicitly or implicitlyin the claims of thauthoities, and is reciprocated, to a greater

or lesser extent, in the minds of those whom compliance is dem&nded.

Rigby further demonstrates that the notion of political order is intimately litdkédiole
nature of political consiation. Brooker (20137 states that one approaithconsolidation in
norrdemocratic regimes can bg propagatingpatriotic claims statngthat the new regime is
a necessary response to worse possible outcomes such as separation, civil war, omrevolutio
(109). Once the first stage has been fulfilled, anoplessibleapproach by the regime is to
‘strengthen its control over society an@tst machinery This second approach can be
translated as an alternative should the people perceive that clainggtitodey in the first
approach are weaB(ooker, 2013107).These two approaches fit the Syrian dasmreand
since the2011 uprisingwhere nationalist sentiments were propagated in the early phase of the
consolidation of the Syrian state and the sdcapproach was implemented by the regime to

further enhance itgoliticization ofand control over society.

In recent years the study of legitimacy has become increasingly popular in the Syrian
context.Althoughthe notion of legitimacy has been linkedtwthe word crisis, thistermnot
only meas the current Syrian crisis but also refdp the ‘legitimacy cisis that was
concomitant with theoupd 6 ®l¢daby Hafezal-Assadin 197Q The fundamental question
that dominates the political landscapeaimauthoitarian regime is howheruler constructs a
convincing legitimacy beyond the material use nofitary force. In the Syrian context,
maintaininglegitimacy has not been limited to material factors encompassing reliance on

coercion, sagrity forces, and fear. Rathethe Ba athist state has substantiated its right to rule

3 Rigby, T.H. 1982"Introduction: Political Legitimacy, Weber and Communist Mamganisational Systems’
In Political Legitimationin Communist Statesdited byT.H. Rigby and F. Fehetondon: Maenillan, p. 1.

14 Brooker, Paul. 2013 on-democratic regimed.ondon: Palgrave Macmillan.



using variousresources both ideologicalandreligious. For the purpose of this article, this

section will focus on how using ideology and religimsmaintained legitimacy in Syria.

The enigma of undemsbding legitimacy in the Syrian context entails askangimple
guestion Why wasBa athism not enough to maintain legitimacy? HafeAal s ad’' s r el e n
efforts to mobilze a secular national ideology to formsapportingbase includd applying
B a’ a prihciplest (MiltonEdwards,2006:417)1° As such, in an ethnically divided state
which religious and ethnic affiliations are intertwined, the state has reinforced a secular
national ideology to create a homogeneous sense of haddnThe difficulty n articulating
a Syrian national identity stems from the various minority sects including Armenians,
Assyrians, Druze, Palestinians, Kurds, Yazidi, Mhallami, Arab Christians, Mandaeans,
Turkmens and Greeks. Given the mosaic natureSgfian society, natimalism is considered
the major force in shaping its structure and stability. To override this ethnic and sectarian
identity of such groups for the constructed suprat i onal i st one mani f es:

statebased nationalism termines the designatin  of peopl e’ s sense of i

This papethereforestarts with the conception that the early formation of the nstiaie
in Syria includes an interaction with a national ideology imposed from above. To borrow
Hi nnebusch’ sreation of $\wia as a statehitas likenedadBonapartist regime
— a postrevolutionanauthortarian regime standiniabové classes and presiding over the
formation of a strong new state and the transition from a feudal order to a more complex
socigy’ (1989: 302)° The difficulty in legitimizing its circumscribed hmdaries is faced

particularly by the Syrian state in its continuous attempt to justify the need to manufacture a

15 Milton-Edwards, Beverley. 2006€ontemporary Politics in the Middle Eag&ambridge Polity Press

¥ Hinnebusch, Raymond A.198Beas ant and B athist SyracTheRoliticaliEnonding of,Rural
DevelopmentBoulder, CO: Westview Press.



statecentic national consciousnesand this waachievedhrough adophg a secular national

ideology, i.e. Baathism.

Despite the officiabeculamatureof Ba athism, in the last four decades the &hst state
has adapted this secularity establishinga co-opted relationship with the religious sector.
Giventhe different phases and trajectotiekedto sewlarisminSyriajJad opt Khat i b’ s
of thevariousphases, changeand trajectories that the relationship between secularism and
religion hasgone through irthe country This paper, however, attempts to go beyond what
Khatib called the reformulation of religious discourséo conceptuatie the shift in the official
religious discourse used by Assafter the2011 uprising ashe ‘Ba'athificatiori of Islam
Before explaining why | uséBa athificatiori rather than'nationalzation, | will list the

different phases of secularism in Syrian history as outlined by Khatib.

In the first phase, Khatibelievesthe emergence of secularism$yriacan be attributed
toanumber of factors that contributed to embracing secularism byteffyrianintelligentsia
and the people. Thesscludedthe popular desire to break away from the pastnifested in
deserting the Ottoman political systémat relied on religion as the main source of legitimacy
and the direct encountevith and exposreto the French political system under landate,
which in turn made secularism an accepted ideologyhich to framethe Syrian political
landscape ithe postcolonial eraas a reaction to the repressive policies of Ottoman rule and a
way to brealwith the pastThisleadsus to explore therigin of secularism in Syrigrior to
theascendance tfeBa athistregime inthe1970swhichhad its roots in bhe national ideology
that was embraced by most known Syrian ideologues (S2B@5: 270).’ As Salem affirms,

the concept of nationalism that emerged between the 1950s and 1960s Sewesian to the

" Sabareferred to alArsuziand Aflagas ‘' t he kniaght Paot yt he Ba



emanation in the spirit of modern Western nationdli€h®94: 49} Khat i b’ s not i

‘existing secular culturan Syria is not a result of an imposed national ideology from above
like Ba'athism butrather an ideology that is concomitant with certain historical, intellectual

and political sentiments.

However, what is really missedkhh a t argloirest is that secularism should not be used
as a homogeneous termther the secularisnthatemerged in the Syrian constitutions prior to
the ascendancef the Baath Party in 1970 is quit@ifferent from tow Ba athism mobilzed
and usedt. In other words, after the ascendance of Hafexssadsecularismbecame an
ideology imposed from above amésmainly used to legitinze the rule othe minority. This
perception of secularism in the Aravorld resonate wi t h °€e d a B FPargumens
that the process of seculaiion in the Arab world does not entail the common notion of
separating the state from religious institusoRathermost Arab states have soughetaploy

religious rhetoric in the pulal space for purposes related to legitimacy amnithoity.

The second phase identified in the role playetly ulamain consolidaing the authoity
of the Baathst regimein the mid-1970s.It encompasses the revival of religious rhetoric in a
way that accommodates the 'B#uist version of secularisnit is in this phase thdhe storyof
the crisis oflegitimacyand the need to eopt the religious sector wamnveyed in the first
PermanentConstitution under dfez alAssad s Mhell@73Constitutiongave himfar-
reaching powerdut the omission of the article that specifies Islam as the official religion of

the president sparked orgasd protestsimajcSy r i an ci t i es remdvethssa d’

18 Salem, Paul. 1994Bitter Legacy: Ideology and Politics in the Arab Warfsyracuse, NY: Syracuse University
Press.

19 CesariJocelyne 2014 The Awakening of Muslim Democracy: Religion, Modernity and the. Satsbridge:
Cambridge University Press.

20 Brown, Nathan J. 20170fficial Islam in the Arab World: The Contest for Religiousthority. Washigton
DC: Carnegie Endowment for International Pedxtp://carnegieendowment.org/2017/05/11/offidghmin-
arab world-contestfor-religiousauthoity-pub-69929.
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provisionsignified his attemptto legitimize hisauthoity given that hecomesfrom a minority
sect.This changeo the Constitution meant that &fez alAssadwasattemptingto implement
secular rule, yet &m his earlydays in officehe escaped this confrontation with the majority
Sunnisby askng a  Stb ®limito consider the Alawite sect as Muslims. This proves that
Assadwasreluctart to confront theSunni majority* and rathet attempedto construct ppular
supportfor his rule. Despite using the Bdh Party as a vehicle to ensure his social, cultural
and political control, Assad alsemployeda religious supporting rhetoric by -opting a

religious institution to maintain his legitimacy aadthoity.

However,the ceoptationof the religious sector was adoptasi a strateggfter the fierce
confrontation between the Bahist state andthe Muslim Brotherhood inthe 197G and
1980s22 While the mainstream analysis of the' 8#ist-Sunni relationkip has concentrated
on the emergence of political Islam in Syinahe form ofthe Muslim Brotherhood (Pierret,
2014:1-2), this internakehabilitation of the regime was part ohtdz atAssads policy to
consolidate his rulén the 1980sand 1990s, specifially after the violent crackdown dlfie
Hama riots in 1982 that resulted in the death of betwed@®Q@&nd 0,000 people. The rise of
this antagonis between the regime and the Muslim Brotherhood impacted the evolution of
sub-political identities withinSyrian communitiesThisled to the rise of a favourelinni rule
within the Baathist regime thabelievedan increasinglypoliticized Muslim Brotherhood
would threaten their approach asmaderateSufi versionof Islam However, this violent
confrontation between the regime artde Brotherhoodresulted in the coptation of other

groupsof Sunni ulama.

It is thereforeimportant to knowthat while the Baathist regime violentlycrushed the

Muslim Brotherhoodand ceopted other religious ulamd, also inplemented a policy of

2By * Sue@miityajl mean those Sunnis who did not partici

22 Cesari The Awakening of Muslim Democracy



‘neutralizationi of the Sunni religious elite (Pierre2014: 3). This policy ofexcludingthe
majority of Sunniulamawas selective and did nektendto all typesof religious school in
Syria. Rather, a weltonstructed partnershieveloped between the Bahist regime and other
typesof Sunni school in Damascus. This partnership evolvetderaftermath of the violent
eradication othe Muslim Brotherhoodwhich opened the path for other religious schools to
build a strong relationship with the regime.nde, it is important to note that the 'Btist
regi me’ s vi ol erotherroodevasgaumesed with concilidiogestBres towards
some prestigiou$unni ulama These took the form of nationahg religious institutions
through personalisinthem by renaming a mosque with timame ¢ the Baathist president,

Hafezal-Assad

At the same time, &fez alAssadbenefited from the longtandingrivalry betweenthe
Muslim Brotherhood and Sufi Islarandhe used this factionalism to strengthis ruleand
legitimize hisauthoity. Another issue that played tos benefitwasthat theBr ot her hood’
militarization did not have mass appeal in Sygaen thatthe chaotic periodhat preceeéd
him meantpeople were searching for strong leaderdiifbring stability and ensure the
availability of basic goods for Syriad$One tool to garner legitimacy in the early years of
Hafez alAssad s r utheselestive :ationatation ofsome religious institutions. The best
knownof thesewas the Abu aNour Islamic Cente, led by the Grand MuftiAhmadKaftaru
When Hafez alAssadbegan his riseo power in 1963, he had to find social and cultural avenues
to cultivate support from the Sunni majority. Howeverhada hostile relationBip with some
widely recognied Sunnulama who opposechis military coup and militaristic stylénstead
he constructed an alliance with particular Sunni schools that employed a suppeligious

rhetoric by ceopting a religious institution that veefl his legitimacy andauttority. This

2Hashem Nader 2014 Rethinking religion and politicdégitimacy across the Islaftest divide Philosophy
& Social Criticism 40 (4-5): 439-447[444].



compromisavas necessarilywith anlslamic school that shaednodesire to share power with
theBa athPartybut soughtrather tosecure more space to spread its moral and religious ethos.
A trackrecordof strong connectiabetween the Sutommurity and state apparatesin the
Middle East can be traced back to the 12th century under Ottoman rule (Trimingham-1998: 7

10)24

What followedwas a long process of endorsementtoh e r degiiinragy 'thsough

securing alealwith Sufi Islam in Syria. As Pintoargues:

After the disaster that marked the confrontation with thleamic Front, the Bathistregime
changed its policy towards the role of Islam in social life, shifting from confrontational
secularizing measures towards an accommodating relationship in which certain forms of
Islam were discreetly sponsored and others were repressedigraattrolled (Pinto, 2003:

7)25

It was a constructedontractpremised orthe state supporting these religious institutions
while maintaining close control overeirrhetoric and practices in exchangedavider social

base (Perthes, 1995: 188)

It is inthis phase thathe Baathist state under Bfez alAssadchose to accommodate
Sufism as the salient representation of Islanowing that promotinghis strand would ensure
the loyalty and submissionf the Sunni majority. This political incorporation @ufism into
Ba'athist policy wasachievedhroughthe empoweringof SheikhAhmed Kuftary the Grand
Mufti (Habash, 1996 Pinto, 2003 7). Kuftariyya hadwidespreadpopularity and support

amongthe Damascusniddle class, as well as among the new bourgeoisie that developed from

24 Trimingham, J1998.The Sufi Orders in IslanOxford: Oxford University Press.

25 Pinto, Paulo2003.‘ Dangerous Liaisons: Sufism and the State in SyiileCrossing Boundaries: From Syria
to Slovakiaedted byS. Jakelic and J. Varsokéienna: IWM Junior Visiting Fellows' Conferences, Vol. 14.

26 perthes, Volker. 1999 he Political Economy of Syria under Asadndon: 1.B. Tauris.



eanomic privileges acquired through personal ties with the state apparatus ZB0R07).

As Khatib argues:

Syrian secularism is no longer the hard line, uncompromising ideology that the Ba'th party
intellectuals once promoted, but rather a more comiplexiogy that is transforming Syrian
society and pulling it in many directions that cannot simply be categbag religious or

‘secular.?’

According to Khatib, this blued line betweerdescribingSyrian society as religious or
secular can be attribed not only to the complex relationship between secularism and religion
in Syria, but also tther e g i meferrmutation of religion to accommodghe official secular
vision of the stateThis bringsus to the third phasevhich started with theoutbreakof the
uprising in 201%&nd which Khatilralled' reformulation. Khatib argues that in this phase there

is a process diislamizing’ the country:

More recently, it has changed again primarily as atre$a reevaluation and rgaluing of
the understaridg of religion that informed the previous secular model. In this newest version,
religiosity regains its meaningful place within society but a new facet of the religious that

essentially perpetuatescs#arism is promotedKhatib, 2016:42)

Pierret and Katib agree that this #lslamization of Syrian society was an attempt to
manipulate and mobi#e the religious discourse for more control and policing by the state
(Khatib, 2016:43). In particular, Khatib refexto this Islamzation of the official discorse as
something endorsed by the wktiown ulama mobilied by the state, arguing theéespite this
endorsed relignization of society, thgoung wouldstill choose a secular politiKhatib, 2016:

59). However | view this Islamgation not as somethirtg be approached from tiséle of the

ulama rather, the way in whicthis adoption of religious discourse by theesident revealed

27 Khatib.2016.‘More Rdigious, Yet Still Secular?p. 41.



a new phase in Syrian history that maakdeparturédrom secularism. Moreover argue that
what accompanied thigeformdation’ of religious discoursavas thedesignationof new

boundariebetweerthe state and religion.

't i s important to note that Klagalysisbftes acco
Islamization of Syrian society up to March 20¥hile the instrumentalizatiorof religion as
a cultural basis for Syrian soci etahregime part
up to 2010 was normal practice, the officiacdarity of the state has always been the
determining factor of imposed ational identity?® However, this juxtaposition between
maintaining the official secularity of the Syrian identity by the regand simultaneously
Islamizing the public discourse daking a lenient approach wards religion to ensure
legitimacybefore2011 has come to an end and marks the depaditomeofficial secularity to
more official religionizationWhat is missgis that beyond the instrumentalization of religion
and the redrawing of boundaries between religiontardtatesince2011, oneshout note
thatthe nevly adapted religious discourse is an attempt to propagate a founda@sisior
religious faith {mCh) that constructs a more fixe(Ba athified) interpretation of IslamThis
new religious discourse essentiaba particular invenbon of a‘Mohanmmedan message that
is identified andshapedy the Baathist regimeandnot only religionizsor Islamies society

but conflaesand synonynaes being a patriowith beinga religiousbeliever.

Religion as a source of legitimacy since 2011

The role of religion in th011 Syrian uprising has been a recurring theme in many studies.

Some compare the role of mosques in this uprising to that in the 1980s, while others focus on

28 See Pinto, 2011, p. 192. In a Charlie Rodeririew with Bashar ahssad in May 2010, Assad refers to the
challenges he is facing in maintaining secularity as the main definer of Syrian society



relatingthe ulamas response to this uprisingth the narrativehey used in the earlier o2,
Someother studies focus on the role of religion in spurring sectarianism in the@bkt
uprising (see Philip2015.3° Perhaps an indicator of the need to understand the relationship
between religion and BasharA s s asdrvival isthe way in whichreligion has been given
greater benefits and broader public space in the official state narrative since 2011. This can be
seen from the issue by the Syrigmvernmenof a religious decree that gives more influence
and autonomyo religious institutions. Decra®. 16 has been widely critkgd by both Assad
loyalists and opponentsdecried as an attempt to strengthen the influence of conservative
Islam on Syrian society(Rose, 20185 More importantly, reactions on social med
considered this religious decree a government betrayal of the official secularity of the Syrian
state and an invitation to Islamic extremism. The decree, signed by Ba#tssad, stipulates

that the Ministry of Religious Endowmts (Awqalf) is respondile for managing the various

religious institutions associated with Sunni IsEHowever, this is understood by both

loyalists and opponents as givilegial autonomyo the ministry, thetgy channellinghe st at e’ s
powers to overseand dictate what is aeptable and not acceptable when it comes to religious
behaviour in Syria.

Contrary to the ‘relative economic and ir

enjoyingbefore2011 as they were not part of the state apparatus (Pierr8t, 1) lthis decree

restricts their authoity and f ur t her s the state’s power s an

institutions and their rhetoric. | policiogt her w

2% Qureshi, Jawad2012 ‘The Discourses of the Damascene Sunni Uldorang the2011Revolution len Lin
Khatib, Raphaél Lefévre & Jawad Quresbiate and Islam in Bathist Syria:Confrontation orCo-optation?
59-90. Fife, ScotlandUniversity of St Andews Centre for Syrian Studies

%Phillips, Christopher . 201 5hirdWoBdkQuartarl 3642k B53376 and conf |

31Rose, Sunniva2018 Syri a’'s new r el i gi ouJheatibnblOcobepe r s Assad | oy
https://www.thenational.ae/world/mena/sys@ew-religiousbill-angersassaeoyalists1.777378

32 Al-Kassir,Azzam 2018.‘Formalizing Regime Control over Syrian Religious Affaifsarnegie Endowment

for International Peac®&lovember 14Rifai, Laila. 2018.'Syr i a’ s Regi me has Given Fat a
Influence, but atvhat cost?Carnegie Middle Eastenter Decentoer 13.



Syrian society by conflating religion with security and national uitys further constitutes
a departure from the ‘personalised and fi xi
k nowl errget 203B: 83) in the early phase of Bahistrule.

It must be noted that the assumption constructed around how this retiges is widely
perceived in the mainstream media stems from a failure to understand the importance of
analysing the religious rhetoric used by Basdiakssad after the 2011 uprising. There is thus
a lack of understanding about the real implicationthisfdecree, whicdealsnot with ending
secularity but, rather, propagating a new conception of Islam as defined and articulated by the
Ba'athist stateln the words of the Minister gfwqaf, Dr MohammadAbdul-Sattaral-Sayyed,
what isoverlookedby this mounting criticism is that the purpose of the decree is to redefine
what Islamisby propagating the st at e’asool brefijhtingi t i on

extremism and terroris/.

Assad’s speech of August 25, 2011: Setting out the general landscape

This speech wadelivered athe first official meeting betwedpresident Bshar alAssadand

religious ulama after massreetprotestdrokeoutin Syria in March 2011lts importancdies

in seting out how the official narrative adopted by the &#&st regime conceptualied the

conflict in terms of its causetles t at e’ s ap pr o & @rd the wleassignadoi ng wi
ul ama by the state. | t sosnewhatontillatorynloshawsithe t h a't
stat e’ s nzemdidioud ribetomeanlmrddraiemploy ulama in conflict resolution as an

initial process for the later construction of those who opposed the regime aszstabjects.

33 There is an abundance of interviews and lectures in which the Minister of Awgaf extensively explores the need
to reform the ragious discourse in light of BasharAls sad’ s i nstructions and recomm



PresidenAssad startby clarifying that while the meeting was scheduled to celebrthe
coming of Ramadanecent events hireframedthesetting Assad declares that he will use the
opportunity of celebrating Ramadan and meeting the ulama to talk aboutiatekipments
in the national crisis. His speechntainsthreemain elementsdefining tte national crisisy
askingquestions abolits causes anthe benefitsthatcouldbe drawn since its start in March
2011; therole of ulama in challenging sectarianisandidentifying the difference between

being a true believer and beiagrue patriot.

The official conceptualization of the conflict

‘How can we learn from this crisis? What is the lesson that cdralaanfrom whathas

happened in Syria?

Assad startdy greeting the ulama for Ramadhnt then immediatelyasksrhetorically how

can both the religious sector and the state benefit fremational crisis. Hénsiststhat there

is a need to learn from whatdhappened. Assad further pointshow ‘the blood that has
beenspilled has enabled the state to see gngrecleaty’. The clarityto whichAssad refes

comesfrom another term used in ehspeech the ‘fogginess (ib 0 khat in his words
‘obstructedhes t at e’ s vision from commurAiscsatdi’ g twinteh
almosta shyadmissiorof alack of understandingnt he st ate’ s part. I n pa
to the'foggy perception—in other words,thelack ofaclear vision in Syrian societyinvites

guestions about how the official rhetoric conceptualizes and intendsnte the conflict.

‘“We cannot go back in time



In the process of defining what might have causectth i s i s, Aggestdthabe t on e
regimerecognizeshat what has been done cannot be unddhés isin partan implicit
reference to the mistakes committed by the security forces in the violent crackddin

peaceful demonstrations. Assad confirms that there aenledo be learned from what has

happened.

While using this conciliatory tone, Assad tstathe logicalzation of the crisis by alluding
to factors ranging frora weakeconomyandoverduereforms to cultural and social problems.
Yet, right from the begining Assad poistto other underlying causdsy situating religious
belief at the heart of ¢hproblem. This can b&eenin his referenceto eventsas a’‘crisis of
morality (6 a z mat ). ®his kdmde@uglation reveals arearly attempt to absolvetae
policiesof any responsibility fofuelling the urgent demandd protess againsthe Baathist

state.

This essentiatation of the conflict is further manifested in howdssociates religious

disbelief withpolitical dissidence

When we see someomging to the mosque and he does not know how to pray but then
participates in protésagainst the state knowing that such protests and slogans are not only

against the state but rather against religion

Assad’s words ar e ex c lelubsetiveen I®ing aatrsie believeho dr aw
supporsthe regime and those ndrelieversvhouseAl | ah’ s name for their
He saysthat if some state officials committed injustices against citjizbissis also about lack

of morality ratherthathes t at e’ s responsi bility.

‘Religion came to complete morals



In a further attempt to justy dependene on ulamafor responsibility in fighting political
dissidence, Assaeimphasizedhe overlap betweecitizenship, true belief, and entitlement to
nationalbelonging This further demonstrates the process ofaB#ication of religious belief
afterthe uprising begarThis was complementdaly recitingthe Quranic verseAnd hold on

to all the rope ofAllah and do not divide which marks another important deviation from
secul ari sm. As s ad’ sg digisiop in &wianssocietyby etnpoavérihge n g i
religious belief(i.e. its Baathification)is another instance dfim employing religion as a

secuity tool fromtheearly days of the conflict.

Islamization of nationalism

The second important pillar ithe speech entails Islaming nationalism. This marks hoo-

optation of religion bytrather a deviation from secular nationalism. Thiglsarlymanifested

in Bashar alA s s aofficiasand emphatic order toold ulama responsible for what he called
‘national chaos and anarchyBy considering ulama as security agents and state actors to
resole the conflict, the boundaries between the religious sector and the state are no longer

visible anda new stage ahergingand conflation habeen endorsed

Traces ofislamization inthe speechareclear in the wayPresident Assad uséhe lack of
understadingof the difference between ulama and extresmast part of the explanation for the
cause of the conflictThis not only securites Sunni ulama and depgthosewho do not
support Assads extremigand terrorist, but alsoconsecrates Islam assource of national
unity and security. Assad further poirts those ulama who stood with the uprising as

manipulating religion for their own personal gain.

In this spech, Assad also listhe‘benefits of the conflict, as it revealed theust (s a d a R

in Syrian society. Bysing this analogyAssad further emphasis that thisuncoveredthe



extent to which the Syrian peopt-gharipare faithful‘ believers (mu diimjnHe claimsthis
discovered faithfulness is the best form of patriotanthetime. Thisdepiction of religious
faith as overlapipg with expressed patriotism emphaes thedeparturefrom secularism in

official discourse.

This is further manifested ithe comparison between religious belief and patriotism as
Assad emphasizes the incompatibility of being a true beli@wdrnotbeinga patriot. This
connection not only glongsreligion and normalizesacrifice(asdyingfor the nation becomes
sanctifed and sacrej but alsceliminates the universahatureof religion and localizes it to fit

the political message of the state.

The explicit deviation from secularism comesilmn e pr e s i dthat'teligisnaads s er t i
nationalism areounterparts With this association, Assad furth&ffirms that it is the only
way to fight sectarianisnthe spur of sectarianism is due to moral failure and to-svagding
neglectof the importance of associating religion with nationalism. This comes with his fierce
attack against thse ulama who did not say that protestwwgs a sin. Hence, sectarianism
becomes not about the rivalry between Sunni &rd i butaaboutpolitical dissidence and
disobedienceAssadgoesfurther, makinga rigid categorization of those wiparticipated in
the protests and those who stayed silent, referring timtheeras‘ sectariahand to the laer
as patriotsThis categorizatiomot onlybuilds on hisattempt to sectariaze the conflict but
also homogenizes protest asiaful act. This conceptualization emanatesi the early days
of the uprisingwhenmosque¥' became sites of civil disobedience regardless of their religious,

ethnig or sectarian affiliations (s¢¢ashemandPostel, 2016° Qureshj 2012.2¢ The role of

34 One cararguethat this crucial ra of the mosque stems from the Stagepressive measures against any mass
gathering inthe street Friday prayerghereforebecame the only legitimate and possible way for protestors to
gather and orgamé themselves.

35N. A. HashemiandD. Postel éds.) Sectarianization: Mapping the New Politics of the Middle Eashdon:
Hurst Publishers2016.

3¢‘The Role of the Mosque tine Syrian Revolution Near East QuarterlyMarch 20, 2012


http://www.neareastquarterly.com/index.php/2012/03/20/the-role-of-the-mosque-in-the-syrian-revolution/

mosques in thé&yrian uprising has been portrayed as embodying a political threéhe to
regi me’ sauthaityl Bepressive aneasures including direct militeaggeting or being
stormed by security forcetsiusbecame some of the regi me’s

resurgence from the mosques.

In fact, the formal denunciation of secularism is explicitly manifested ina Alss s
reformulation of national identity and belonging.tAts point heis ostensiblyspeakingabout
the mistakes of adopting a secular national ioiggf’ This reflection on the national ideology
adopted sinceahe 1970sis in line with his call to revive and activate what he called a
‘modernked interpretation of IslamThis activation and reconfiguration of religious identity
as a substitetforthesecular onaserves as ol of thestate to garner support and legitimacy.

Assadlogicalizes this deviation from the secular ideolbgystating:

Despite having a national ideology that propagates national unity, and phgpagated as
part of politicd ideologyand religious requirement, sectarianistii spreads. Sectarianism
spreads when first our religious commitments weaken and then when the basis of our political

unity ceases texist.

According to Assad, reinforcing a religious nationalism & fibst answerto the spur of
sectarianism-completelycontray to how secularism was employed in the 1970s as a viable
instrument to consolidate the ruletbé minority. This is more evidence of denouncing secular
nationalism and the previous state apphotowads containing the heterogeneous nature of
Syrian communi t i e sarignydenttyratrentran embpracmaite which lede ¢ t
to therise of sub and suprsstate identitiesfter the2011 uprisingAssad concludes that the

religiousand pditical factors cannot be separatede further states thain order to defy the

SThis might also be inter psfaluretdimpose secularisncthatgatiemptéddon o f
homogenize identities by obscuring the plurality of Syrian communities. Itcareba d as t he r egi me
on how its previous approach of obscuring any sectarian affiliation or its prohibitionrofeegsps i ng one’
identity was not about recognizing the mosaic nature of Syrian communities but, rather, contributeideamthe
sub and suprsstate identities.
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spread of sectarianisiwe should focus on what binds us together, aridle it is natural to

disagree with each other, this disagreement must not leadlivssion.

It is importantto notethatAssad is keen to reconstruct national belonging and identity and
this is achievedthrough rethinking and reflecting on the old frames of what detfinese
notions Assad choses religion as the basen whichto reconstruct nationainity in the midst
of the crisisHe identifies national belonging with following the messa§&ohamned. It is
not quite clear whate mears by thisand what religious schoble intendsRather he states
that this is an innovatevpathto religion, which should be followed and dictated by patigot
ulama to show their suppddr and loveof the country. According to Assad, the modernization
of religionis characterized by beingylohanmedan. He says this is likbeing a supportesf

the Baathistregime. It is at thigointthatreligion become8a’athified

Assad says thatdeoming' Mohammedan is intimately linked with howthe contoursof
belonging are constructedsing the wordsWe belong to Mohammed onlywhich createsa
sense of collectivityy reconfiguring Mohamred as the binding force behlimational unity
that can challenge sectarianisfssad sends a clear message to ulama that logicedizmail
understanding of rel i gi mind sdthealamadnso tistosdsgrest i n
that the reconceptualization of religion cesfrom the mind andhas alogical (raglani)

interpretation.

This Ba'athification of Islamwas necessary to hinder any instrumentalization of faith by
theulama, whichcouldbeused as mobilizing force against the state. However, the firm grip
on religious activities has gone beydhds, by insisting on the responsibility of ulama to call
anyone protesting against the state an infidElh i s process of Ba' at
homogenising the concept of wheat mo d e wasdt)edncetion of Islam is bgestricting

it to the mere interptation of these ulamavho are arextensioroft h e thiktstate.



As Assad’ s mmw todeteroanypaditicah dissidencehe is exerting extra
pressure on ulama to propagtite messagthat political protest is a form of religious sin. This
strategyaimsto contain Sunni ulama dyoldingthem responsible for any politicdissent In
this sense, containment becomes a necesszcyrity strategy rather than ceptation,
coercion or repession.To justify his reliance on ulam@a resohe the conflict and maintain
stability, Assadries to religionize the conflictoy ascribingany war crime committed by the
security forces orthe armgt t r i but ed t onoralityfo the velr asstialule &oc k o f

promoethe‘right’ interpretation of Islagwhichin turnhadcreated th ‘crisis ofmorality .

Assad seems more reliant on religidigairesto fight both terrorism and sectarianism.
His speech reveals that some ulatniticized the behaviourof the Syrian army such as the
bombing ofDeir ezZor. Assad first states that the bamdpcould not have been carried dwyt
the Syrian army andssers thatit wasan act ofterroriam to defame Syrian soldiers. However,
he thenchangs tack, stating thateven if ithad been carried oby akafir (non-bdiever)—
and here it is importarib notethat he refers toffences by theSyrian armyor security forces
as kufr (nonbelief) and not criminalacts—this was because otheir lack of religion. This
implicitly senda message that the problem liealack of understandingf what true religion
is. Assad was asking tidamat o f ol | ow Mo h a mme dafeenaviigthis o ac h t
teaching thenand rot fighting them Assad is recruiting these religiofiguresto maintain
stability through religious teachgnandtawjeeh we should depend on the mirahdlogical
thinking.In his words!We need a balanced viethese mistakes come framtack of morality
andtherefoe alack of religion. His narrative conceptualizes lack of religiortfasmain cause
for pditical deviation he synonymizegeligion with morality. A1 ect of protest is immoral

and thereforantireligious.

Assad themgoeson toemphasizéhereligiosity of the statetrying to denounce claims that

since the protests were led from the mosgpings createch sense that thisasan attack against



the state as itvas antireligious. Assaddoesnot usethe term‘secular but, rather ‘antt

religious. He defend the state as not being angligiousby mentioning what h@addone to

promote relgion since heametopower . Assad’s attempt to defe
wasan explicit personification af. In a wayhe wasundermining the demands of the protesters

and containingthe problem as lying ira lack of religion. He stastto speakabout his
commitment to religion by mentioning his achievementsstablishingaw o me religisus

council, buildingon theAl-NourIslamic CentreHe continues that Syriaaspolitics that serve

religion, unlike other Arab states where religion sspadlitics.

Assadthen attacktheulama sayingthey are not doing enough to protect the state despite
the state workng to promote religion‘You should propagate religion and moralassad
emphasize the need to emplog systematic approach to protngt religion, as e warrs

religious meragainstabusing the rostrumi (minbar).38

Assad imbues his language with powsr using a very carefully and deliberately
constructed public discourse designeddémmonee those ulama who did not propagate the
authorty of the Baathist regime.He explicitly accuseshemof exploitingthe rostrum for their
own personal gain. He went furth@nploring religious ulamanot tocriticize the regimeand
stating th# even if this criticismwasaccurateand justified, it should bavoidedas this might
agitate thgpopulationand lead to direct confrontation with the police. Assad further warned
theulamathat their intervention in politics—evenif only by explaining whatvashappening—

might lead tdheir having blood onftheir] hands, n matter which side led to this bloodsh&t

The strategic employment of religion becomes offiamAssad €xplanation forthe

drafting ofa new constitutionn resporseto popular demantbr changs. Assad strategically

38 See Figure 4.
3% See Figure 5.



uses the ‘God card to muster gpport and legitimacy from ulama. This evident in his

statement about hgwefore changing the constitution, the state should preserve &haria

This implicitly presumd that the protector of Islamvasthe state anthatthe protesters were

not onlypolitical dissideis butwerealsoacting against Islantis wayof defendng Ba athism

andArticle 8 of the Permanei@onstitutionof 1973—statingthe Baath Party pre-eminent
position—was to reconfigue the special relationship between Arabism and Islam in the
Ba'athst ideology. While Baathism hd always retained its secular cha ct er |, As s a
reference to the unique and close relatigndietween Arabism and Islagorfirmed his

attempt to propagate and popularize a nevaBast national identity that formalizklslamas

being fundamental

Assad pledges to ulama that nothuguld change irrespect ofeligion andthatthe state
still envisioredlIslam as part of its strategic policy. TRssaboutnot onlypreserving the co
opted relationship between the religious sector and the state, but also building a new patronage
premisedon configuring a conditioned version of Islaithis version isBa athified,as Assad
defenddArticle 8 byindicating thathe Syriarstate in its current forns the only guarantee to
maintainthe primacyof Islam. Byretainingthe Baath Partyas the leading party of state and
society, hamplicitly staesthat itis throughBa athism that Islamis protected and the rule of
Sharia maintained. Hie makingthereligious ulama fear any chand¢e goesonto mention
theCo n st i articles posening the religious identity of thetate confirming that even

with thereforms, these articlesvould not be changed

Assad end$y focusing on the role of ulama in preserving national unity and protecting
the nation from discordfifna). This is done byadopting an intensified security rhetoric
premisel on depicting those whoppose the regime as an existential threat to the n&ten.
goeson to attribute the use of this secuzéd narrative to the pretext tha&veryone hates us

now :



TheWest hates us because we are nationalistic and Islamic. They might hate us foingreserv
our Arabism and our Islamic identity, but they usually protect those who preserve their
principles.
Assad’ s i ntention to constr wedby balding himatya g o n i
boundaries not only between those who support or oppose theerdgitalsobetween Syria
and the international order. The use of such sechadedrhetoric is not new in the Syrian
context as the Baathist regime has always retieon antagonism to maintain its legitimacy
However,what is novel abouthe current security approach is the ostensible deployment of
religious rhetoric in public political discourse. It turns out ttectarianisiis usedas a

countefrevolutiorary todl to consolidateauthoity.

The use of faith asrmethod ofcounterrevolutioncan also beeenn A s s avdrdss Our
way to resistance is faith. Faith is security and saf&gcurity and safetyAl-amn w al
Haman) aretwo wordsoftenused by Assadsa way torecallthe positionthose presenwere
living in. He continues'Faith is the guarantee for our sons and daughters and for our afterlife
Again, Assadmplicitly states thathe Ba athist state can only be presedsthrough faithand
this faithis the way to paradiseThis links the present with the unlimiteehdthe unknown.
Constructing this intertwinedelationship between faith, securitgnd safetythus become

Assad’ s str at eagtyratiamwle.af eguar d hi s

The Ministry of Awgaf and the creation of the Jurisprudence of Crisis’

The i mportance of A s s a dr’ fathfulwimplethentationsin thear k e d
‘Jurisprudencef Crisis published in 2014Given the uncertainty of the political landscape,
Assad wanted to ensure thrabnopolzation encompasskfull infiltration of the religious

activities of all religious establishments in Syria. Tlesmaintained throughextensive



subsciptionto As s a d ' ¢° Har® wedcarseethe difference between aptation and
coerced monopdatationt the former implies some form of boundaridsetween state and

religious sectqgrwhereaghe latterinvolvescompleteconflation

Looking at the website of the Ministry #fwqaf, it is hard to believe that there is any
sepaation between religion anithe state in Syria. While one might argue that theaast
regime has always maintained control over the religious sedioigce 2011 this
authortativeness and control is maskbg an entrenchedeligious rhetoric saturateditiv
patriotic languageplacingr el i gi ous f ai th at the heart of
demonstrates religiouslyinfluenced state thastablishes complete hegemony over religious
institutiors. This is apparent in the infis of religious rhetac in the political agenda to
resolve the conflict andhe constructionof a more coherent perception of Islamic faith

premised on synonying lovefor the country with suppofor the regime'?

In thisrespectone might argue thatompared toaegime-religion relationsbefore2011,
the Baathist state attitude towards religiodoes not seem to have changed fundamigntal
The regulation and control of religious manifestation in the public space has been the norm
sincethe 1970s but since th011 uprigng theboundaries between tstateandreligion have

become conflated.

This reconfiguration of the nature of the radaghip is manifested in how the Ministry of
Awgafe ndor ses Assad’ s speeche docusd polititahdebatgve b s i t «

the empl oyment of A soguerices betweem mhgonal belbnbimgands t h

40 A glance at the official website of the Ministry dfwgaf s hows t he extensive use o
http://mow.gov.sy/
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submission to religionit is herethatit becomes cleathat the religious sector is under the

completedominationof the regime

On the websit e sromglg endoséedsandisptayed as foranal and official
guidance. The quotes frolis speeches are carefulthoserto reflect thé Mohanmedarn and
‘moderaté approach that Assad hasivento construct in his political discourse. This is an
approach constried with the intetion to be contrasted with what Assadcallel e pr ot est e
‘extremeé interpretation of Islam? This effective propagation of a modernist approach stresses

being reasonable, moderaéad beneficial to the national interest.

In 2014, under the direction ofminister atSayyed, the ministry developed an
encyclopaedia entitledurisprudence of CrisisThis wagotally guided byPresidenA s s ad’ s
strategy to‘correct fourteen centuries of false interpretations of IsfanThe rhetoric
surroinding the encyclopaediasreationis that it deploys religious faith asquiring
reconstruction and reformulatioim aninterview, the mnister stressed thaté encyclopaedia
produced Islamic¢hinking rooted in the sources of Islamic legislatiaaimed ‘to save a
Muslim who has become the target of intravenous murder and slaugttiert is said that
Islam kills its Muslims.*® He addedhat the' Jurispudence of Crisiswas unprecedented in
any Islamic context, positioning Syria ahead of atherlslamic country as it ldarevitalized
the arguments surrounding strife asdditoni n t he | sl amic worl d. F
arguments and conceptuaiion of the conflict, theminister emphasied the many
commonalities between the crises that the Islamudd hadexperienced throughout history,
especially the strife dbkfir (excommunication)Sayyedurthernotedthat the comprehensive
document deatg with the Syrian crisis applieto any conflictaffectingany Islamic country

as a resulof what he alled the ‘global conspiracy against this natioBut he saidthe

42 See Figure ..
43 http://www.almayadeen.net/eyuides/655425(y B &4 LHFT



development othe ‘Jurisprudence ofCrisis was a positive and necessary development,

especially athat juncture

It is clearthat, througtihe‘ Jurisprudence of Crisighe Baathistregimeset out taegulae
the religious domaithroughfull subordinatiorto and merger with the political domain. From
the table of contentsnwards it f ol | o wsclosélys ancaooh 'publicatvam rthe s
document was accompanidry public enggement and interactions among tiarious
religious schools in SyrigA look at the videoseleased as part of this campa@mfirmsthe
i mpl ement at istategy o placé religiaud faith asrmethod ofconflict resolution
that wauld in turndemanize any political activism agaihshe stateln this senseAssad has

become the beacon of wisdom and moderatfdslamic faith

The slick and premedated videointerviewsby variousulamareveal thatthe political
ideology and strategy dictated byeBidentAssadcannot beseparatedtom their ownreligious
views** This plays durthervital role in propagating an Islamic culture in the public domain
that focuses on perpetuating religiohgtoric as anssential componer uniting the nation
agains terrorism, sectarianisnand discord. This proliferation of officially approved media
messageBy ulamapreaching about being true believand supporting the stateghlights the
shift in official discourse. This is evident along-standingB a = a sldgansReligion is to
God and Nationwatan) is to all. It should benoted that in light of the political turmoil
affecting variouscountries in the regiorihe ‘ Jurisprudencef Crisis hasrecentlybeenused

as astratey by other Arab contries such as Saudi Arabia (Majed, 2018)°

44|n this lecture as part of a series of strategic attempts to counter terrorism and extremism organized and delivered
by the Youth Religious Tam, Abdullah alSayyed ( son of the Minister of Awqaf)
the religious rhetoric by rationalising ity stating that tprocess of rationaling and logicalizing religious belief

emanates from and closdbllowsBasharalAss ad’ s i nstructions in his extensi\
ulama.Thefull video can befound athttps://www.youtube.com/watch?v=4cdRVPS5F5Y &feature=youtu.be
4 al-Majed, Ha ma d . 2018. “The Jurisprudence of National Cr
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It is important toemphasizehat, since the ascendancetbé Assads, there has never been
any neutralzation of the religious institutiom Syria Rather, there has beanprocess of
politicization and dpoliticization in which the Baathist regime has capitaed on ulama to
maintainauthoity and hegemonyThe post2011 era mark#&s complee monopoly over the
religious sector where ulanaeno longer able to retain any autonomegembling whathey
experiencedetween 200&nd 2008 which allowed them to criti@e, challengeand seek
authoity from Assad (Pierre013: 2—4; 197) This unonditional unquestiomg supportfor
and endor sement of t he r eginnte nembep of lectures,c a |
workshops, and vents sponsored by Bathist orgardations to promote what is termed
‘“moder at e’ a n d This ereldrsememteoithe Bdhstlcanoeption of Islam is
clear in the new partnershipf clearly Ba'athistaffiliated organisations such athe
Revolutiorary Youth Union(at@d  gjtl-ih T Y*%andtheNational Union of Syrian Students
(a-rl t i -lvatadhi li-lbbet Suria with the Ministry of Awgaf. These two orgamaitions are
known for their surveillance activitieacting partly asgentdor the Mukhabaraintelligence
savice.*” There is no doubt the Bathist state has always prasgd micresurveillance over
the religious discoursevith a security agen@nsur mukhabargtreading the Fridakhutba
before its delivery in the mosque to make sure thabittainsnothing against the state.

However, this wasnoreabout surveillance than imposing a standadiinterpretation athe

Quran (see Pierret, 2011: 76).

Aseries of weekly |l ectures delivered by
Modern Interpretatio * al-t(af si r a |) @lasdyr followed| anda endotsed s s ad ' s
foundational and intellectual pillars of how the religious discourse should be adapbed.

lecture thatattractedridicule among the opposition i t Ihtergretirigthe Quran in ligh of

46 See Figures 1 and 3.

47 Members would monitor the behaviour and activities of amyersity or high school student, flagging up any
suspicious activity that might constitute a threat to the security of the state. Seefigne8

t
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Assad’s intelsl eodt uealf ofr thiieutitjzatt iedmgobnAssad’ s ¢
of Islam goes beyond mere strategieogation to full endorsement and conflation with a state

thatpreviouslychampiormdsecularism as its official idéty.

InalecturebyDralSayyed titled ‘ The ReguthaQuiroanns an
on 31 July 2018, hestatest h a t this ‘new interpretation i
foundationsonr e | i g i o umsurtakaeaht@Assed. In(a short vdeo summading the

lecture, it is clear that this new interpretation is a matterof reforming or propagating a
moderate or modern understanding of Islam laiher strictly applyingto the QuratAs s ad’ s
foundations ad definitions of what Islam isAl-Sayyed reaffirms Assadstatenentabout

hol di ng t bdean' Moaayatridahammed*

An interview on‘Panoramain 2017 about theni n i srole iy tosflict resolution
reiterateghatits approaclemploysand deperslo n As s ad’ s fowtonopdlaettieons o
religious discoursé® Al-Sayyed states that the religious instituti@s been activatéd terms
of reforming the religious discourse through initiatiaggeprojects in which the ministryas
able to fight the terrorist wain Syria. These projects include improving the religious
curriculum, the idea of th¥outh ReligiousGroup (YRG), the‘Jurisprudence o€Crisis’ and

the morality projectroash fd ila), andreforming the religious discourse.

In another contextvhere the audienderAs s a d ' g theWdestldefsists on the role
of religion as part of his political strategy conflict resolution. Iraninterviewin November

2019 with Monica Maggoni for Italy ' RAI News 24> he insisted on the role of religious

48 https://orientnews.net/ar/news_show/1521G4 m4b g fp 2% FoMe o 4 FREKH DB K Ko ¥ C M
49 https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=IUDIvVGjlKwk&feature=youtu.be
50 See Figure 2.

51 RAI News 24 refused to air thieterview with Assad, but it was broadcast on December 9, 2019 on various

Syrian national media outlets apdstedot he pr esi dency’ s Facebook page. The
concerning the role of religion in conflict resolution was strorighturedon the MinistryofAwgaf ' s Faceboo
page(markaz Irshadat a 6)h e e |



https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=IUDlvGjlKwk&feature=youtu.be

leaders in reconstructing what belief means in the minds of those living outside the control of

the Baathist governmentMore importantlyfor himreconciliation was through recdnscting

what religion i s: “The first part of the sol
ideol ogy, and the Syrian religious <clerics,
making a very strong effort tatregard, and by succeed¥ they succeeded at helping those

people understanding the real religion

This reconstruction or reforing of religious belief was marked by the creation of the
YRT, which consists of young ulama (both male and fenaadaringmodern dress) tconduct
lectures and communications with mediat thave wider access to Syrian youth tharfoineer
approach or senior ulama. While one carfaihtto notethatthe Ba'athist approach to contain
and monopote religion was previously achieved bythe cration of Institutes for the
Memorization of the QuranMa 6 a hi d -AsadfliTahfizz al®@lu r Hia the 1980s by
Hafez alAssad,this was,as Pierret arguesio more thart t sgmbolically underline the
President’ s r ever ediXx ®)?andtheestablismekt ofpriyate Bigherk (2
Islamic institute®® was only initiated by the statease sponding to a genui n
(Pierret, 20B: 73). It is beyond the scope of this article to assess the extent of the ¥RT
popularity on the groundr whetherit is perceived as aextensiorof some Baathist rhetoric
that has always attracted concern and ridicule by the people.However these various
actvities—ranging from lectures, workshopsd conferenceso close explicit collaboration
and pamership with Baathst institutions—indicatea shift in the relationship between the state

and religion from ceoptation to conflatiod?

52 Pierret, 2038.
53 For more detailssee Pierret, 2@t 72-73.
>4 For YRTvideos and activitieseehttp://mow.gov.sy/categorg/ 3 cu -¥pFOY HOF



In thisrespectthe shiftseenin ther e g i apgrdoadhis that for the first time in Syrigan
official Ba'athist institution such ashe National Union of Syan Students now sponsor
religious workshops and hadoundtable discussions on how to modegrand rejuvenate the
religious discourse as a prerequisitadtormingthose who were under the influence of the
takfiri discourse or living outside governnteule. Moreover, lectures itafsir (exegesispf
the Quranare beginningwith ulama carrying out this theological practitased orAs s ad’ s
intellectual foundationslt appears that theseventsare the first of their kind in terms of
officially breaking down the boundaries between Islam and @kdsm. This goesbeyond
collaboration or ceoptation it is direct controbverand colonzationof the religious discourse.

It marksthe end ofiny autonomy oauthorty of thereligious institution in Syria.

We can conclude that over the past 50 years thatlst regime has experimented wh
number of approaches to define the stagkgion relationship. State policy has alternated
through confrontation, ceoptation and relative relaxation to intense monopaliion of the
religious discourseThis adapted modelling dhe relationship between the regime atie
religious institutionrestricts any bargain or deal initiatég the religious sector. Instead,
religion becomes a vital determinant that is aétl, monopolied and completely

hegemonized by the reginmot by harmording Islam butbby B a * ainhghiti f

Conclusion

Implicitin thisar t i ¢ | en hew thecstateetigion relationship has beconBa athified
since2011 isanunderstandingf how legitimacy has been constructed in the official narrative
of the state. Given that legitimacy an imprecisemultifaceted concept and the difficulty of
eval uati ng p dherpdimethis artcle hasttenmptedottomtribute to the general

understandingof the impact of ideational tools used Byrong authoitarian regimes to



legitimize its polity. More particularly, the goal of this research is to contribute to a better
understanding of the shift in the use of religious rhetoric by Bash&ssald after th011

uprising.

The deviationfrom secularism in the official political discoee since 2011 lsabeen
primarily driven by two factors: the weakness of state legitimacyaatitbity, and the shift
from the paradigms of eoptation and rapprochement tme based on conflation and
synonymeation of religious faith and patriotic sentamt. In this context the newly deployed
religious rhetoric in theresidential political discoursepresented a change of paradigm in the
relationship between the state and religiaughoity. This article haghereforefocused on
understanding theegim e 'alsility to construct a clieetist network that provided with an
official legitimatization througtthe co-optationof well-known Sunniulama. It is important to
note that religious rhetoric propagated by these ulama might have had a-ooflurgece on

peopl e’ s per c amimore neseanch is needed ayp the impact of the failure of

these ulama to be the voicesofo ¢ i mdstywudingrable.

While nation and state are not synonymauglerS y r i a ’ istrednae thaythave been
conflateds upporting the Ba' ath Party and belongi
same.Hence while Bashar aAssad relied orthe pre-existing ceopted relationship with
religious elites to consolidate higle after he tok office, since2011 weseethe containment
of domestically adapted religious Béhist narratives that promote the role of religion in
establishing national unitgnd battling discord and extremism, which in turn highlights the

new netwoks of patronagéetween the state and the Syrian Sunni community.

Two things can be discerned tine post2011 uprising First, thes t a praioton of
religious discourse is not limited to legitimacy milso used as atooltifes t at e’ s r esi |

against the protesters and a card to ensure its survival. Second, thisneatyaadopted



religious rhetoric per se or a reformulatiorreligious-secular relations, but a Bahification
of an officially constructed version of Islam thathsavily conditionedby and subscribed to

the official narrative’ s def i niateiTlugbeforée what
2011the poliical use of religion took the form obntrol and compliance rather theanflation

This study has investigated hows s ad’ s r, tbye theo Baathdficatiom ef Islam,
essentiaied national belonging and identity as juxtaposed with religlmlgef in which
supporting the Bathist regimebecomes synonyous with what Assad termed a true religious

faith. In this Ba'athified version meticulouslyadapted and constructed by Asspdlitical

dissidence becomes synonyuswith religiousnonbelief.

However, as emphasd by Khatib, the Syrian ¢ a t pgpometion of religion is not
concomitant with the uprising in 20ldather this official revitalization of religious discourse
was maintained as part of upgradiagthoitarianisn?® and further consafiatesthes t at e’ s
authoity. Consequently thereis no hesitation in stating that the promotion of religious
discourse by theéBa'athist regime was followedby a strategy to garner legitimacy and
consolidateauthoity. Hence, this paper takes as a stargiamt the notion thaheregime was
aware that secularism was not a bottigmprocessut, rather imposed from above. In other
words, secularism as a framing ideoldgythe diverse Syrian communities did not penetrate
Syrian societynor wasit accepted by the Sunni majoritfhe Baathst regimetherefore
allowed a sufstate identity to emerge. However, this identity was rakticsly observed and
conditioned to conform to the Bathist definition of belonging and identity. This adherence
and subcription to the Baathist national model by the Sunni majorityok placethrough a

process of captation and partnership.

SHeydemann S. 2 0 1 3the FutugeyoRuthari taanrdi ourmakofiDemocracg4(4), 59-73.



We can cacludethat therelationship betweestateandreligion hasheenhighly compex
and contradictory sincedfiez alAssadcameto power in 1970 because the ulama in Syria did
not have a unified reaction to the rise of thea@BaPartyin 1963.Consequentlywhile the
statereligion relationship wasneof competition and occasional confrontation, after 2011 the
Ba'athist regime adopted an intensified religious rhetoric in an attempt to push religious
institutions to the foréy holding them responsible for tieenflict. Thisraisesthe question of

how the Syrian conflict has been defined in the official rhetoric.

While this article has focused on the reconfiguratiometdtions betweethe stateand
religionsince20lland how Assad’ s sidus faith a@yool todegitilpe p| oy 1
and retairhisauthoity has been implementgitlis still early to speculate whether the' &8st
regime will continue to rely on nonstate actors as crucial to its existence and social
acceptability However the current Syrian crisis hasrtainlyallowed the autocratic Bathist
state to construct religious faith and ulaasaalies of political tyranny and a cause of ctaf,
butalsoas a possible constraint on political despotism, a source of social cohesion and stability,

and a potential ally in promoting social justice.

My future researcBhould investigatevhetherthis appropriatiorbyt he Ba  at hi st
of statereligion boundariesince2011 constitute another challeng& establishing peace,
reconciliation and resolutioas makingreligion a determiimg pillar in ensuing theregimé s
survival will alsoremoveits relative leveage for promoting reconciliatianThis stems from
the reaction of millions of displaced Syriamdo perceive this new partnerstaipa hindrance
to buildng trust between those who have not only condoned, nardaland justified

atrocitiesby the Syrian emy butalsoacted as an official representative of théaBiast state>°

56 The negative role of the religious institution that would hinder any future positive role in establishing peace lies

in the complicity of ulama in not only greetirgy gratifying the rée of the army but also even expressing
condolences on the death of Gener al |l ssam Zahreddin,
forces on several fronts. He is known for his crimes against humanity.






Figure 1. A lectureon March2, 2019by the Ministerof Awgaf, Dr Mohammad Abdul Sattar 8ayyedsponsored by the
Barath Party. The lecture is about theed toreform religious discourse in light @asharal As sadds i ntell ectual
Islam. (Ministry of Awqaf FacebooBage
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Figure26 The Syr i an Edopumeniing Presideht:Basharédsesoad 6s strategy on religiou
NovembeB0, 2017
https://www.facebook.com/awkafsyrian/photos/a.96848418017/1920844121276277/?type=3&theater



https://www.facebook.com/awkafsyrian/photos/a.969426816418017/1920844121276277/?type=3&theater

Figure 3. Dialogue between Bath Arab Socialist Party and the Ministry of Awgaf on the role of religion in reconciliation
and the Syrian experience in fighting extremistay 13, 2018
https://www.facebook.com/awkafsyrian/photos/a.969426816418017/2117022768325077/?type=3



https://www.facebook.com/awkafsyrian/photos/a.969426816418017/2117022768325077/?type=3

Ik
I
Ik

Quoted from The Comprehensive Interpretation “AL-TAFSIR AL-JAMI"”

Islam has corrected concepts and terminology
.through practices and goals
The term mosque is not enough without the real

.purposes of the Prostrate

Allah the Almighty describes a mosque of being (1))

(causing harm) and says:

rr s

(\ﬁ.}g"" ')

(Do not stand [for prayer] within it - ever)

DG R 3

Figure 4. Part of theMinistryof Awgab s new appr oach iwastaptafsroefiheQurangbasetboBasian t e  (
al-A s s awvdild and instructions. lhighlightsh ow t he mi ni st ry i s(MimstrydobAwgalf Facebodks s ad 6 s W
page July 25, 2019.



Quoted from The Comprehensive Interpretation “AL-TAFSIR AL-JAMI'”
Allah the Almighty says:

e -

R ¢ ¢ ’
(;;,_.’;\ﬁr-,.x.:r' oy |50 A leds)

cd

and Allah will surely make evident those who are truthful, and He will surely make
evident the liars
Lying and falsifying facts cause a moral destruction greater than that is caused by calamities.

When the morning and the evening would come upon people while they are lying, falsifying,
fabricating and calumniating, there would be no values, virtues or morals in societies.
Allah the Almighty says:

They only invent falsehood who do not believe
And the Prophet [PBUH] said thrice
"Should I inform you out the greatest of the great sins?"
They said, "Yes, O Allah's Messenger (PBUH)!" He said
"To join others as partners with Allah and to be undutiful to one's parents."

The Prophet (PBUH) then sat up after he had been reclining (on a pillow) and said:

"And I warn you against making a false statement and giving a false testimony”, and he kept on

saying that warning till we thought he would not stop. [Sahih al-Bukhari]

Furthermore, when groups of people turn into beehives in a factory of lies, that has a wide area
and roaring machines, and they help each other in fabricating lies, forging facts, then recording
them, escalating them, moving them, cutting and pasting them, consequently, the truth fades
out and falsehood increases .And the Prophet [PBUH] said:

“There will come to the people years of treachery, when the liar will be regarded as honest, and
the honest man will be regarded as a liar; the traitor will be regarded as faithful, and the faithful
man will be regarded as a traitor; and the Ruwaibidah will decide matters”

It was sa,ig\ ‘Who are the Ruwaibidah?’ He said :
“Vile man who controls the affairs of the people”
‘ n,_‘ [Sunan Ibn Majah]
¥ Oi

Figure 5. Verses from th®uran and Hadittappealingagainst any dissemination of misinformationisitan be seen as the
ul asmaeés ponse t o(MnstyafdimgfFaceboak accoudyly 25, 2019)



