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Dictatorships 
do not survive 
through force 
alone. In Syria, 
the regime has 
been able to 
survive for so 
long because it 
was successful 
in co-opting 

Malik AL -ABDEH*  

influential social and business leaders. 

What could be described as "liberal 

conservatives", well-to-do urban types 

linked to business or the professions, 

find no joy in the revolutionary Ba'ath 

Party ideology, the dead hand of state 

socialism or the rule of 

unrepresentative cliques. Yet at crucial 

junctures, this group has quietly 

acquiesced, participating in shoddy 

regime institutions and allowing itself to 

be used as a legitimizing tool. 

Why this has become the case is an 

interesting lesson in political history. 

Until the Ba'ath coup of 1963, "liberal 

conservative" urban notables formed 

the backbone of the Syrian political 

class. However, the mass appeal and 

fiery rhetoric of pan-Arab nationalist 

and socialist forces in 1950s and 60s did 

much to dent the image and following of 

"regressive" and "bourgeoisie" parties. 

At the time, urban notables were not 

able to see beyond their own narrow 

class and regional interests, and they 

lost much popular support as a result. 

The assumption to the presidency of 

Hafiz al-Assad, the poor rural minority- 

sect member, was final confirmation 

that the traditional politics of urban 

notable was defunct. What happened 

next informs much of what is happening 

today. 

Having lost ground to the Arab  

ÎÁÔÉÏÎÁÌÉÓÔÓ ÁÎÄ ÓÏÃÉÁÌÉÓÔÓȟ ȰÌÉÂÅÒÁÌ 

conservatives" sought to resurrect their 

fortunes on the back of Islamists. The 

violence of the 1980s horrified "liberal 

conservatives", compelling them to make 

their peace with the regime. This was 

particularly the case for the Damascus 

notability, who quickly realized the 

futility of armed insurrection. By the mid-

1980s the Islamists were smashed and 

the "liberal conservatives", having lost the 

last opportunity to do away with their 

social and economic enemy, slunked away 

depressed and demoralized. 

For the next twenty five years no serious 

movement was able to emerge to 

challenge the Ba'athist order. Some 

independent Syrian MPs and human 

rights activists attempted to create an 

urban-based hub of opposition in what 

became known as the "Damascus Spring", 

but their attempts came to naught 

because they lacked a coherent 

organizational structure. What remained 

was a political void, with pan-Arab 

nationalists, Marxists and communists on 

the left of the political spectrum, and 

radical Islamists on the extreme right. The 

centre and centre right has been empty 

for well over 30 years. 

Given the lack of real political voice and 

representation, Syrian "liberal 

conservatives" have been left with little 

option but to accept the regime as a fact of 

life. To have any chances of success, the 

process of change in Syria will need to 

take on board the concerns and interests 

of the "liberal conservative" current. Only 

this current can muster the popular 

support and resources necessary to bring 

real democratic change. 

*Malik AL-ABDEH has a BA in History and MA in 

Modern Middle Eastern Studies from the 

University of London. 

 

MM JJDD  MM EEEETTSS  WWII TTHH  EEUU  

PPAARRLL II AAMM EENNTT  LL EEAADDEERRSS  

A delegation from the Movement for 

Justice and Development has held a 

series of meetings with leaders of the 

three main political blocs in the EU 

Parliament. The meetings were held 

with the Democrats, Socialists and 

Liberals, who together control 600 out 

of 784 seats. The MJD delegation also 

met with vice-president of the EU 

Parliament Edward MacMillan-Scott.  

During the meetings a number of 

issues were discussed concerning the 

resolution which demands the Syrian 

government to guarantee the safe 

return of Syrian refugees and exile. The 

resolution, which was proposed by the 

MJD to the three main parliamentary 

blocs, specifies a restoration of the 

rights of exiles and refugees as 

specified in Syrian and international 

law, and in the UN Declaration on 

Human Rights. The discussions also 

dealt with the role that the EU can play 

in supporting the process of peaceful, 

democratic change in Syria. 

With regards to the forthcoming 

developments in Syria, the 

parliamentary elections and 

presidential referendum, the MJD 

delegation expressed the view of the 

Syrian opposition as a whole by calling 

for a boycott. Both the elections and 

the referendum are not expected to 

meet the minimum standards fairness 

and transparency. The Damascus 

Declaration for National and 

Democratic Change, a Damascus-based 

umbrella group of which the MJD is an 

active member, has issued a detailed 

statement on the boycott decision. 

 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

OOUURR  SSTTRRAA TTEEGGYY  

FFOORR  CCHH AA NN GGEE  

 

During the past few 
months, the belief 
has gotten stronger 
that we Syrians can 
break the cycle of 
isolation, 
paternalism and 
arrogance that the 
regime has imposed 
on our people. 

By Ausama 
MONAJED * 

The Syrian opposition enjoys a great 

deal of freedom outside Syria but 

considerably less inside. By utilising  

all possible  opportunities, as small or 

as large as they may be, by creating 

projects within an overall strategy, 

and by exerting efforts as never 

before, we can achieve so much.  

Let us take the external opposition. 

The vast majority of Syrians living 

abroad do not approve of the regime. 

Many of these own companies, 

factories, or large-scale enterprises, 

and are able to contribute financially 

to opposition activities. They also 

possess the academic and 

management experience needed to 

administer the process of change. In 

addition, the percentage of young 

Syrians studying or working abroad is 

a valuable human resource, which can 

revit alise the Syrian opposition and 

make it more creative and dynamic.  

Inside Syria, there are a number of 

figures, centres of social, religious and 

economic power and institutions that 

are dissatisfied with the deteriorating 

state of affairs. These people, who 

already possess influence within 

society, are keen to participate in a 

process of peaceful change if they are 

guaranteed their privileges. The 

opposition must engage with these 

forces and offer assurances that any 

change will not mean an all-sweeping 

revolution, social upheaval or 

anarchy. 

Bringing existing societal forces on 

board is a key step towards creating a 

powerful, united bloc demanding 

change. 

What is missing, however, is the group 

that will act as the organizing brain, the 

catalyst even, for this campaign for 

change. This group must be able to 

utilize all available resources effectively 

for the sole cause of change in Syria. 

This group will not emerge by holding a 

few meetings or issuing statements. It 

will only emerge when there is a 

genuine desire amongst all Syrian 

opposition groups to create a collective 

working cell that will formulate 

comprehensive strategies for 

opposition work, which will then be 

translated into professionally managed 

projects. By doing so, the Syrian 

opposition would have taken a great 

leap forward, and the regime will start 

thinking twice about its every move.  

History has proved that the turning 

points in the struggle against 

totalitarian regimes is when different 

opposition parties work together and 

appear to their people to be mature and 

united. When the strategy for change is 

executed in the form of projects whose 

results can be seen by the ordinary 

citizen in Syria, his/her level of trust in 

the opposition will increase and he/she 

will feel that the opposition is able to 

influence the balance of power between 

societal forces on the one hand, and the 

regime on the other. 

We should do all we can to refute the 

regime's propaganda about the 

opposition. This can only happen 

through practical steps. The regime 

alleges that the opposition is 

fragmented, which is why we should 

carry out joint-projects and appear 

united in front of the media. 

The regime claims that the opposition 

cannot run a school let alone an entire 

country. We should therefore debunk 

these claims by carrying out large-scale, 

 

creative and well-managed 

opposition projects.  

The regime also claims that the 

opposition does not possess a 

comprehensive vision or future 

programme. That is why we should 

formulate a strategy for change with 

civil disobedience at its core, in 

consultation with international 

experts and organizations that have 

succeeded in bringing about change 

through peaceful means.  

Our optimism grows day by day as all 

Syrian opposition parties appear to 

be heading in the right direction. 

Many parties now feel the need to 

appear to the Syrian people under 

the banner of "Syrian opposition". 

There is one factor that will be 

decisive in making this new approach 

work: mutual respect between all 

opposition parties. I hope that what I 

am writing about now will be 

translated into reality very soon. 

*Ausama MONAJED has a BSc in Economics 

& Management, and currently studying for a 

postgraduate degree at Salford University. 

 

II NN   NN UUMM BBEERRSS  

UUNN EEMM PPLLOOYYMM EENN TT  II NN   SSYYRRII AA   

- 32% Unemployment Rate 

- 78%  Unemployment rate 

among 18 - 25 year olds. 

- 5.3%  of registered unemployed 

found work in 2006. 

- 22.9%  average annual 
Illiteracy increase.  

- 72%  of Syrian immigrants are 

between 18 and 39 years of age. 

- 80%  of government-funded 

graduate students studying 

abroad do not return back to 

Syria. 

- Syria is ranked 59 out of a total 

of 60 countries in GNP 

distribution.  



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

This is sowing the seeds of discontent 

in the new generations of Syrians. 

These are all significant dangers that 

are facing our beloved nation.  

 

The boycott by the majority of 

Syrians of the parliamentary election 

is evidence that Syrians have sent a 

clear and principled message to the 

authorities that they will no longer  

In a continuation of the paternalistic 

practices that deprive the Syrian 

people of the right to participate in 

decision-making, the largely-appointed 

Syrian parliament will name a single 

candidate in the forthcoming 

"presidential referendum". The result 

of this "presidential referendum" is 

largely pre-arranged. The executive, in 

its civilian and military guises, will 

compel the legislature and the 

judiciary to participate in coercing the 

Syrian people into ratifying its sole 

candidate.  

This backward slide in Syrian political 

life is resulting in greater restrictions 

on freedom, violations of human 

rights, spread of corruption, 

reinforcement of class differences, 

expansions of secret police rule, and 

the arrest of economic development. 

tolerate deprivation of their will, and 

the authority's attempts to limit the 

people's participation within outdated 

laws and institutions that have proven 

their  failure time and time again.  

We, in the Movement for Justice and 

Development, call for a real, popular, 

multi -candidate election and reject, on 

principle, the presidential referendum 

which imposes a single candidate. If 

the regime persists in the referendum 

in its current format, we will call on 

the Syrian people to boycott it.  

The continuance paternalism of the 

regime in deciding the future of the 

country and taking away that right 

from the Syrian people reinforces the 

Syrian people's belief in the need for 

democratic change through peaceful 

political resistance. 

 

PPrr eessss  RReell eeaa ssee  

TTHH EE  NN EEEEDD   FFOORR  AA   RREEAA LL  PPRREESSII DD EENN TTII AA LL  EELLEECCTTII OONN ,,  NN OOTT  AA   RREEFFEERREENN DD UUMM   

  

Of course, there are reasonably good 

realpolitik  reasons for this sudden love-

in. Stability in Iraq is one, the Hariri 

tribunal is another. For those with 

memories that extend as far back as the 

1990s however, experience has shown 

that "engagement" with Syria will only 

result in egg on Western politician's 

faces. There was Clinton, who invested 

a great deal of political capital in a high-

profile visit of the Syrian capital in 

October 1994 to get Al-Asad Sr. to sign 

peace with Israel. All his diplomacy 

came to nothing. There was also 

Chirac's visit in October 1996, 

reciprocated by Al-Asad Jr. in 2001. The 

French desire was to see a less anti-

Western, more democratic Syria. For 

his troubles, Chirac's close friend Rafiq 

al-Hariri was assassinated by Syrian 

intelligence in 2005.  

Then there was Blair, who visited 

Damascus in October 2001 in the belief 

that the new Syrian leader was a 

moderate reformer who needed 

 

encouraging. The writing was already 

on the wall a few months prior to the 

visit when Bashar's secret police 

rounded up all the "Damascus 

Spring" political and human rights 

activists and threw them in jail. The 

"young president" drove home the 

message with an anti-Western tirade 

at a shared podium, which amounted 

to a public humiliation for the British 

prime minister.  

What good these visits did for 

stability, democracy and human 

rights in the region, or indeed for US, 

French or UK interests, are highly 

questionable. What is certain is that 

each time a Western figure visits 

Damascus; it is tantamount to a 

totally undeserved note of good 

behaviour for the Syrian regime.  

History has shown that appeasement 

of dictatorships tends to backfire. 

Nowhere has this been more true 

than with Syria.  

 

 

RROOAA DD   TTOO  NN OOWWHH EERREE  

No one would have guessed it. 

Damascus has become a de rigueur 

stop-over for any Western politician 

worth his/her salt. It began with US 

Senators Spectre, Nelson, Kerry and 

Dodd late last year, followed by 

Solana, Pelosi and Erdugan earlier 

this year. It seems everyone wants 

Bashar al-Asad to be their best friend. 



 

We welcome your comments, suggestions and queries. Please email us on info@forsyria.org 

any changes, citing regime-imposed 

"red-lines" which no MP could cross.  

Responding to allegations that the 

Syrian opposition was fragmented, Mr. 

Monajed highlighted the positive steps 

taken by Syrian opposition groups in 

fostering unity and a shared vision, and 

regarded the opposition decision to 

boycott the vote as a first step in the 

process of non-violent struggle for 

peaceful democratic change in Syria. 

The appearance of the MJD on an 

English-language satellite news channel 

is in itself a ground-breaking 

development for the Syrian opposition, 

which will be followed up by more 

appearances in the near future.    

The MJD External Relations Office 

provided Human Rights Watch with 

extensive information on parliamentary 

elections in Syria. Sources within the 

country were able to gather detailed 

reports of rigging and manipulation in 

previous elections, as well as ways in 

which electoral laws were changed to 

suit the Ba'ath party. The MJD will 

publish a full post-election report, 

which will be made available to Human 

Rights Watch. 

The MJD has exposed serious breaches 

of human rights during the election. 

Through MJD's interactive Arabic-

language website www.forsyria.org, 

The independent parliamentary 

candidate Mrs. Roukana Hammour was 

able to post a detailed report of abuse 

by the secret police.  Mrs. Hammour, an 

anti-corruption campaigner, nominated 

herself for the election under the slogan 

"Tomorrow is Brighter".  

Three days before the vote, members of 

Political Security arrived at her home 

and arrested her husband. He was 

released two days later, but the exact 

reason for his detention was never 

given. 

MM JJDD   EEXXPPOOSSEESS  

PPAA RRLLII AA MM EENN TTAA RRYY  

EELLEECCTTII OONN   SSHH AA MM   

 

The campaign poster of Mrs Roukana 
Hammour from Damascus titled 
"Tommorrow is Brighter".  

The MJD has carried out an effective 

media campaign to expose the 

recently-held Syrian parliamentary 

elections.  

MJD head of Media & External 

Relations Office, Ausama Monajed, 

appeared on Al-Jazeera 

International's Inside Story 

programme on 22 April to debate the 

credibility of the elections with a 

Ba'ath Party representative.  

Mr. Monajed said that parliament in 

Syria was very much on the margins 

of decision-making and that its role is 

limited to rubber -stamping 

presidential decrees. He also said that 

the parliamentary elections were 

meaningless given that the ruling 

Ba'ath-led National Progressive Front 

was guaranteed two-thirds of seats 

regardless of the wishes of the Syrian 

people. He added that the 

"independent" members of 

parliament were powerless to enact 

The same Political Security members 

also visited the homes of her 

neighbours to draw statements 

against her. Mrs Hammour regarded 

the steps as a clear attempt to 

intimidate her, in order to deter her 

from standing for elections.  

The MJD understands that this 

incident is not isolated, and that the 

regime routinely conducts campaigns 

of intimidation and abuse against 

whistle-blowers and anti-corruption 

campaigners. Mrs Hammour's report 

has been passed on to organizations 

monitoring political freedoms.                                           

Syriaõs Crooked Parliament 

 

The system governing the powers 

and function of Syria's parliament 

was devised by Hafiz al-Asad and 

enshrined in the current 

constitution. Article 8 of the 

constitution stipulates that: The 
���‘�…�‹�ƒ�Ž�‹�•�–�� ���”�ƒ�„�� ���ƒ�ï�ƒ�–�Š�� ���ƒ�”�–�›�� �‹�•�� �–�Š�‡��
leading party in the society an d the 
state. This article legalizes the 

Ba'ath party's domination of all state 

institutions, including the 

legislature.  

The constitution leaves no room for 

doubt that parliament is subordinate 

to the presidency and lacks any 

independent powers of its own. 

Article 111 says: The President of the 

Republic assumes legislative 

authority even when the Assembly is 

in session if it is extremely necessary 

in order to safeguard the country's 

national interests or the requirements 

of national security. 

 


