The Civic State in Syria: Early Origins
of Restrictions on Civil Society
(1918-1958)

Dr. Ibrahim Daraji *
and Dr. Reem Turkmani **

ABSTRACT

This study examines the relationship between the emerging Syrian state and organised civil society during the period
1918-1958, treating it as a foundational interaction that shaped both the boundaries of the public sphere and the
nature of civic and political participation in modern Syria. The article is based on the hypothesis that restrictions
on civic activity were not the product of exceptional circumstances or temporary departures from constitutional
norms, but rather the outcome of a cumulative process that began during the state’s formative phase. This process
was subsequently entrenched through constitutional and legislative texts, as well as administrative and political
practices, which collectively and persistently redefined the public sphere in increasingly restrictive ways.

The study employs a historical and analytical approach to trace the evolution of the legal framework governing
associations, political parties and public gatherings, and to analyse the decisions and practices that accompanied
successive political regimes, from Arab rule and the French Mandate to independence, the period of military coups
during the 1940s and 50s, and the Syrian-Egyptian union. It demonstrates that regime changes did not produce
a fundamental transformation in the state’s management of its relationship with civil society; instead, the same
restrictive logic was consistently reproduced through evolving legal and institutional instruments.

Three principal mechanisms that constituted the structural basis for restricting organised civic activity are addressed:
first, the relative ease with which political parties and organisations could be dissolved; secondly, the systematic
depletion of human resources engaged in civic action, particularly among civil servants and students; and thirdly,
the codification of repression through legislation that conferred extensive powers on the Executive with respect
to licensing, supervision, dissolution and sanctioning. Together, these mechanisms demonstrate that the Syrian
state did not conceive of civil society as a partner within the public sphere, but rather as an object to be controlled,
suppressed or co-opted in the service of state objectives.
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The study concludes that the fragility of Syrian civil society, as well as the persistent debate over the civic nature
of the state and the limits of public participation, are logical consequences of a long legacy of constitutional, legal
and practical restriction and repression. It further argues that any credible path towards state reconstruction or
constitutional and legal reform necessitates a critical re-examination of the historical foundations shaping the state-
civil society relationship, alongside the formulation of a new social contract grounded in inclusive societal, political
and legal dialogue, free from exclusion or discrimination.
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INTRODUCTION: THE STATE AND CIVIL SOCIETY IN SYRIA DURING THE
FOUNDATIONAL PHASE

Following the collapse of Ottoman rule in 1918, the modern Syrian state has been marked by a complex
constitutional, political and societal struggle over the nature of the state, its identity, and its religious, cultural
and legal foundations. This struggle revolved around a fundamental question concerning the construction of a
modern state: whether the nascent polity would retain the Ottoman institutional legacy, or whether it would seek to
reconfigure its legal and political structures in accordance with conceptions of political modernity advanced by a
new generation of educated elites, many of whom returned from European universities imbued with ideas of the

constitutional state, parliamentary representation, and institutional governance.

The eatly constitutional debate over the civil or religious nature of the state was provisionally settled by the 1920
Constitution, which stipulated that “the government of the Arab Kingdom of Sytia is a civil, representative monarchy,
with Damascus as its capital, and the religion of its King is Islam.” The articulation of this complex conception of the
civic state, and its relationship to religion and constitutional design, across successive Syrian constitutions from 1920 to
the Constitution of 2012 has been examined in previous scholarship." This study, however, approaches the civil nature
of the Syrian state from a different perspective, focusing on the relationship between the state and organised civil society.
This relationship is central to understanding the formation and exercise of power, the limits of public participation, and

the mechanisms through which control and regulation have been institutionalised in the modern Syrian state.

A civic state is not defined solely by constitutional texts or normative principles; it is also realised in practice
through the manner in which the state structures and governs the civil sphere, including whether it permits or
restricts the formation of associations, political parties, trade unions and other organisations, as well as the degree
of autonomy and operational capacity afforded to them. Accordingly, an examination of the relationship between
the nascent Syrian state and organised civil society is of particular significance, as it uncovers the historical origins
of the legal provisions and administrative practices that constrained this sphere at an early stage, many of which

continue to persist or to be enforced in the present day.

This study focuses on the foundational phase of the Syrian state, spanning from 1918 —the year marking Syria’s
independence from the Ottoman Empire and the inception of modern state institutions— until 1958, the year of the
Syrian-Egyptian union and the declaration of the United Arab Republic. The process of state formation effectively
commenced with the withdrawal of Turkish forces from Damascus on 30 September 1918, followed by the arrival
of Prince Faisal bin Hussein on 3 October, when he proclaimed the establishment of a “fully independent Arab

constitutional government, absolutely free from any compromise, encompassing the entirety of Syria.”

1 See on this matter: Ibrahim Daraji and Reem Turkmani, “The Question of Religion in the Syrian Constitutions: Historical
and Comparative Review,” The Legitimacy and Civicness in the Arab World Project (London: London School of Economics
and Political Science, 2019), 8-9.

85


file:///C:\Users\User\Downloads\The%20question%20of%20religion%20in%20the%20Syrian%20Constitutions:%20historical%20and
file:///C:\Users\User\Downloads\The%20question%20of%20religion%20in%20the%20Syrian%20Constitutions:%20historical%20and

The Concept of the Civic State in the Middle East and North Africa: Between Constitutional Text and Practice
Issue 05 JCL-MENA May 2026

After the complete departure of the Turkish army on 12 October 1918, Prince Faisal began organising the affairs
of the nascent state. In June 1919, the “Syrian National Congress” was convened, widely recognised as the first

representative parliamentary body in the history of modern Syria.

On 7 March 1920, the Syrian National Congress declared Syria’s independence within its natural borders “on a civic
and representative basis, while preserving the rights of minorities,” resolving to elect Faisal bin Hussein as King of
Syria that same day. The congress drafted a constitution that year; however, after Syria lost the Battle of Maysalun
to the French and was placed under French Mandate, the constitution was a dead letter. An elected constituent
assembly prepared a new draft constitution in 1928, which was subsequently promulgated in 1930 after having been

suspended by the French High Commissioner.

Following the withdrawal of French forces from Syria in 1946, the country’s first post-independence constitution
was drafted by an elected constituent assembly and promulgated in 1950. This constitutional process, however, was
repeatedly interrupted by a series of military coups. In 1953, a new constitution was enacted under the rule of Adib
al-Shishakli, only for the 1950 Constitution to be reinstated following his overthrow. The 1950 Constitution remained
in force until the declaration of the United Arab Republic and the adoption of the 1958 Unity Constitution, which

marks the conclusion of the period examined in this study.

This study does not treat this constitutional trajectory as a purely historical narrative, but rather as the framework
within which the relationship between the nascent Syrian state and organised civil society was established. During this
foundational phase, the first legal instruments that regulated —or restricted— civil society were put in place, whether
through legislation governing associations and political parties or through the practical measures implemented
by successive political regimes. This period is therefore crucial for understanding the structural foundations that

underlie the limitations on civil society activity in Sytia.

The significance of this study lies is that it moves beyond approaches that analyse contemporary Syrian civil society
in isolation from its historical foundations.? Examining both legal texts and state practices demonstrates that much
of what is regarded today as irregular or exceptional is, in fact, the product of a cumulative process that began
with the establishment of the state. The study also identifies a recurring pattern in the treatment of constitutional
and legal texts in Syria, characterised by the perpetuation of existing structures, the replication of established
mechanisms, and the introduction of only minor formal modifications, which are often devoid of substantive effect

in practice. This highlights the importance of critically analysing these texts from the outset.

2 See, for example; Rana Khalaf, Oula Ramadan, and Friederike Stolleis, Activism in Difficult Times: Civil Society Groups in
Syria, 2011-2014 (Berlin: Friedrich-Ebert-Stiftung, 2014); Paul Aarts and Francesco Cavatorta, eds., Civil Society in Syria
and Iran: Activism in Authoritarian Contexts (Boulder, CO: Lynne Rienner Publishers, 2013).
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This study adopts a historical and analytical approach, tracing the development of constitutional and legal
legislation, administrative decisions, and practical measures relating to organised civic activity during the period
under investigation, and analysing them within their political and historical contexts. The authors have examined
primary sources —including constitutions, laws, official decrees and statements— alongside secondary literature, with
the aim of providing a comparative analytical reading that highlights patterns of continuity and disruption in the

relationship between the Syrian state and civil society.

|.  THE ORIGINS OF RESTRICTIONS ON ORGANISED CIVIC ACTIVITY IN SYRIA

Following the collapse of Ottoman rule, the newly established Syrian state inherited a comprehensive legal and
administrative system, which remained in effect for several years after independence. This continuity was formally
reinforced by the ministerial decree of 16 March 1920, which confirmed the retention of all officials in their

positions and upheld the existing laws until new legislation could be enacted.’

This approach was further reinforced in the Syrian government’s statement to the Syrian National Congress on
27 March 1920, affirming its intention to continue applying Ottoman civil laws and regulations until they could
be gradually amended to reflect “the conditions, morals and values of the country, conform to contemporary civil

standards, and safeguard the rights of individuals and groups.”

Among this Ottoman legal heritage was a framework governing collective civic activity, including the formation of
associations and political parties, as well as public meetings and gatherings. By the standards of the time, this system
was relatively liberal, particularly in comparison with legislation subsequently adopted by the Syrian state. These
laws emerged following the Young Turk Revolution and the restoration of the Ottoman Constitution in 1908, a

petiod duting which the early years of Unionist rule witnessed an expansion of public freedoms.

The Law on Meetings was issued on 16 June 1909, followed by the Law on Associations and Parties on 15
August 1909, and the Law on Public Gatherings in 1912. These laws did not require prior authorisation to
establish an association or party, only an obligation to notify the authorities after its formation. They imposed
specific regulations, including inspections of association offices, while also granting associations the right to
own property. Some scholars have considered these laws advanced, even in comparison with contemporary
French legislation. France justified its control of Syria by frequently noting its purported supetiority to
Ottoman rule; yet as one assessment of the Ottoman legal legacy noted, “its liberalism is difficult to match;

in this regard, it goes beyond the property rights granted to officially recognised associations in France.”

3 Mugarrarat Hukumat Suriyya. Al Juz’” Al Awwal (1918-1921) [Decisions of the Government of Syria. Part One (1918-
1921)] (Beirut: Sader Printing Press, 1933), 98. .

4 Al-Asima (Official Gazette), no. 113, year 2 (Damascus, 29 March 1919), 3.

5 Hashem Othman, Al Ahzab Al Siyasiyya Fi Suriyya: Al Sirriyya Wal Alaniyya [Political Parties in Syria: Secrecy and Legality]

(Beirut: Al Rayyes Publications, 2001), 15.
6 Edmond Rabbath, Tatawwur Suriyya Al Siyasi Fi Thill Al Intidab [Syria’s Political Development under the Mandate], trans.
Suleiman Riachi (Beirut: Arab Center for Research and Policy Studies, 2020), 274.
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Ottoman law classified political parties under the category of associations and stipulated that “forming an association

357

does not initially require a licence, butin all cases, the government must be notified after its establishment.

Under this legal framework, Syria experienced significant civic and political activity during the early years of state
formation. Numerous associations and parties emerged, including the Arab Renaissance Society (#/-INabda), the
Ottoman Arab Fraternity, the Young Arab Society (Fataf), the Damascus Reform Society, the Unionist Party, the

Moderate Free Party, and the Ottoman Party for Administrative Decentralisation.®

The Ottoman legal legacy also protected the right to public assembly, distinguishing between regular meetings
and street gatherings. The 1909 Law on Meetings permitted public assemblies without a licence, provided that the
authorities were notified, no weapons were carried, existing laws were respected, and public order was maintained.
This framework afforded a reasonable scope for conducting public activities. Moreover, notifications had to be
submitted at least forty-eight hours prior to the meeting and specify its purpose and objectives. The law further

detailed the penalties for violations of its provisions.”

Meanwhile, the 1912 Law on Public Gatherings permitted assemblies in public spaces provided they were unarmed,
while granting authorities the power to prevent them if they threatened public order. Military force could only be
employed to disperse assemblies after standard warnings had been issued.'” The law was praised for its moderation,

striking a balance between maintaining public order and allowing legitimate popular demonstrations."

Within this legal and political context, organised civic activity was permitted by the Syrian state initially. Positive
indicators included the revival of several associations and parties following Ottoman rule, such as the Young Arab
Society, which resumed activity and established branches across Syria and the Levant. New political formations also
emerged, including the Arab Independence Party in 1919, supervised by the Central Committee of the Young Arab
Society and supported by Emir Faisal. The Arab Independence Party advocated Syrian independence and unity
while opposing British and French influence.'” Associations enjoyed public support from Emir Faisal, who, in a
speech at the Arab Club in Aleppo in June 1919, expressed enthusiasm for citizens forming scientific associations,
stating that he would be pleased to see his name listed among them."” The Syrian National Party likewise emerged

in late January 1920, attracting members from the elite."

7 Article 2 of the Ottoman Associations Law of 1909.

8 A more comprehensive list of association names from this period can be found on the Modern History of Syria website.

9 QOttoman Meetings Law No. 72, issued on 28 Jumada al-Awwal 1327 (Islamic calendar).

10 Ottoman Assemblies Law, issued on 26 Rabi’ al-Awwal 1330 (Islamic calendar).

11 Rabbath, Syria’s Political Development, 260.

12 Nizar Kayyali, Dirasah Fi Tarikh Suriyah Al Siyasi Al Muasir (1920-1950) [A Study in the Political History of Modern Syria
(1920-1950)] (Damascus: Dar Tlass Publications, 1997), 74.

13 “Speech of Emir Faisal at the Arab Club Ceremony in the City of Aleppo,” Al-Asima (Official Gazette), no. 35, year 1
(Damascus, 16 June 1919), 4.

14 Othman, Political Parties in Syria, 23.
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However, this relatively permissive legal environment never fully solidified. Indications of the state’s attempts to
control and restrict civil space emerged as early as 1919, including official warnings against demonstrations and
public meetings held without government permission, as well as restrictions on correspondence and telegraphic

communications, justified in the name of security and the public interest.

This illustrates a structural contradiction that characterised the founding period: on one hand, there was the formal
continuation of a legal heritage that permitted certain margins of freedom; on the other, there was a practical
tendency to narrow those margins through administrative orders and exceptional measures. For instance, in October
1919, the military governor of Syria, Ali Rida al-Rikabi, issued a decree in his capacity as Emir Faisal’s deputy,
advising the population to “avoid demonstrations and public gatherings without official government permission,
as the government is the one representing and defending the rights of the people.”” Similatly, in July 1920, the
Directorate of Telegraph and Post announced that, in accordance with communicated orders, it had implemented
the “Law on the Monitoring of Letters and Telegrams,” requesting that citizens “leave envelopes open and keep

letters concise, not exceeding one page.”'

This structural tension indicates that the restriction of civic activity in Syria was not the result of a sudden rupture
with the preceding legal heritage. Rather, it emerged through a gradual process that began by hollowing out the
substantive content of existing laws, paving the way for a new legislative framework designed to place civil society
under direct state supervision and control. In this sense, the period may be regarded as a foundational moment in
normalising the notion of state intervention in civil life —a concept that would later evolve into more explicit and

stringent mechanisms, as will be demonstrated in the following sections.

Il. MECHANISMS FOR RESTRICTING CIVIC ACTIVITY

The restriction of organised civic activity in Syria cannot be explained as the result of isolated decisions or temporary
responses to political unrest. Rather, it emerged from an integrated system of mechanisms that were developed and
gradually implemented since the founding of the state. These mechanisms were notable for their adaptability to changes
in political regimes —from monarchy to mandate, independence, and military rule— while consistently maintaining a

central objective: to place civil space under state surveillance, or to suppress it entirely when deemed necessary.

Three principal mechanisms restricted organised civic activity in Syria which can be seen in an examination of laws,
decrees, official notices, and practical measures issued between 1918 and 1958. These mechanisms did not operate in
isolation; rather, they formed an integrated network designed to hollow out the pluralistic content of the public sphere and

to transform civic organisation from a collective right into a privileged contingent upon the discretion of the authorities.

15 Al-Asima (Official Gazette), no. 79, year 1 (Damascus, 27 November 1919), 2.
16 Al-Asima (Official Gazette), no. 142, year 2 (Damascus, 29 July 1920).
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These mechanisms can be summarised as follows:

A. Facilitating the general dissolution of political parties and organisations, and repeatedly enforcing such

dissolutions;

B. Depleting civil society of human resources by restricting political participation for large segments of the

population;

C. Institutionalising repression through legislation that grants the Executive broad powers to control,

prevent, and punish civic activity.

Each of these mechanisms will be examined as structural components of the relationship between the Syrian state

and civil society, rather than as merely administrative or security measures.

A. FACILITATING THE GENERAL DISSOLUTION OF POLITICAL PARTIES AND ORGANISATIONS

In this context, “dissolution” refers to the comprehensive termination of all political parties and organisations
within the state, rather than the removal of a single organisation for a specific legal violation. This approach reflects
a deliberate political decision to abolish organised political life entirely and to suspend organisational pluralism as a

recognised means of managing the public sphere.”

The danger of this approach lies in the fact that it does not seek to correct or regulate party activity; rather, its
objective is to hollow out civil space by dismantling its basic organisational structures, particularly in a context where
parties and associations operated under a single legal framework that made no distinction between them in terms
of nature or function. In this way, general dissolution became an effective and expedient tool for undermining civil

society in all its forms simultaneously.

The historical trajectory of this practice demonstrates that the Syrian state frequently relied on general dissolution,
employing it repeatedly to reset the political field whenever civil or party forces emerged that were misaligned
with the ruling authority. Over the course of just forty years (1918-1958), the decision to dissolve political and
organisational life was enacted four times, in different political contexts but guided by a consistent logic driven by

elimination rather than regulation.

17 Syria witnessed the practice of individual dissolution at an early stage. In August 1920, the Ministry of the Interior
ordered the closure of the Arab Club and the seizure of its records in accordance with the Associations Law. Legal
proceedings were initiated against its founders because, although the club had originally been established for scientific
and literary purposes, it later engaged in political activities contrary to its founding principles. The Ministry accordingly
instructed the Police Directorate to enforce the order. See: Al-Asima (Official Gazette), no. 143, year 2 (Damascus, 2
August 1920).

90



The Concept of the Civic State in the Middle East and North Africa: Between Constitutional Text and Practice
Issue 05 JCL-MENA May 2026

1. First General Dissolution: Decree 413, 1925

Syria experienced its first general dissolution order under the French Mandate with Decree No. 413, issued on
10 October 1925 and titled “Abolition and Dissolution of Political Associations.” The decree, issued by the then
Head of State Sobhi Barakat al-Khalidi, annulled all political organisations across the country, with the exception
of charitable associations, while allowing for the possibility of re-establishment through special authorisation. The
decree tasked the Ministers of Interior and Justice with its enforcement and stipulated that it would take effect upon
publication. It further noted that it was “witnessed and approved by order of the High Commissioner” and justified

as necessary “for administrative reasons based on the Interior Ministet’s recommendation.”'®

In practice, the decree was a response to the People’s Party’s stance toward the French Mandate. Following the
appointment of General Sarrail as the new French High Commissioner in January 1925, French authorities met
with several Syrian nationalist figures in Beirut, urging them to return to Syria and establish a political party to
represent the demands of the Syrian people. This led to the founding of the People’s Party, officially established
on 5 June 1925. The party adopted a confrontational position toward the French and played a key role in the Great
Syrian Revolt. In an attempt to curb its influence, the French supported the creation of a rival “Unity Party” When

this effort failed, Decree 413 was issued to dissolve all political parties.”

Although justified as an administrative necessity, the decree clearly emerged at the height of nationalist opposition
to the Mandate. It illustrates how the legal framework was employed to eliminate organised political life rather than

to engage with or negotiate it, delivering the first structural blow to Syria’s emerging parties.

2. Second General Dissolution: 29 May 1949

Following Syria’s first military coup on 29 May 1949, the Cabinet announced the “Dissolution of Political Parties in
the Country,” the second general dissolution held in Syria. The decree was justified by the government spokesperson
as a measure against “elements that turned patliamentary rule under the previous regime into a tool of disruption,
destruction, and exploitation, creating obstacles to the reformist and progressive agenda of the coup regime in
all political, economic, and social fields. ... Therefore, the government decided to dissolve the parties, which had

previously caused the country serious harm.”

The spokesperson accused parties and their supporters of deception, bribery, false promises, and the promotion of
destructive ideologies. The announcement coincided with a statement by coup leader Husni al-Zaeim regarding the
post-dissolution phase, in which he declared: “The nation will soon be consulted to establish a free constitutional rule,
and once the constitution is ratified, political parties may be formed and operate freely under the constitution and the

law, enjoying full liberty within this framework.*”

18 The decree was published in Al-Asima (Official Gazette), no. 284, year 7 (Damascus, November 1925).
19 Othman, Political Parties in Syria, 26.
20 Alif Ba, no. 8024. Damascus, 31 May 1949, 4.
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The decision to dissolve political parties reflected the policies and thinking of coup leader Husni al-Zaeim, who did
not want parties hindering his rule. He made no effort to establish a new party or to link his regime to any existing
political organisation. Instead, his government actively suppressed existing parties: imposing house arrest on key
members, arresting leaders of the Arab Baath Party, and mistreating the leader of the Socialist Cooperative Party,
who had been detained on the night of the coup for criticising al-Zaeim and army corruption in Parliament. Al-
Zaeim also handed over Antoun Saadeh, leader of the Syrian Social Nationalist Party, to the Lebanese authorities
for execution, banned the Communist Party, and arrested hundreds of its supporters.”' Finally, the regime officially

dissolved all parties, seized their offices, and sealed them with red wax.

This decree reflects an authoritarian understanding of political life, which does not recognize parties as necessary
intermediaries between society and the state. Instead, it views them as obstacles to be temporarily removed until
the “system is reformed.” However, this measure was not a step toward political organization; rather, it served as a

prelude to dismantling the existing party structure without creating an institutional political alternative.

3. Third General Dissolution: Decree 197, 1952

The fourth coup in Syria followed the pattern established by the first. On 6 April 1952, President and Prime
Minister Fawzi Selu issued Decree No. 197, which dissolved “all existing parties and political organisations, and

their branches, whether officially recognised or affiliated with parties or organisations outside the country.” *

Notably, the decree included an immediate enforcement mechanism. In each governorate, a committee was
established, chaired by the governor and composed of the senior representative of the Ministry of Finance, a
representative of the Ministry of National Defence, and a police official. This committee was charged with closing

party offices and branches, sealing them, and inventorying their assets in accordance with an official record.

The decree also regulated the handling of party assets. Movable and immovable property belonging to parties and
organisations was to be liquidated in accordance with their internal regulations. If no such provision existed, the local civil
court was to supervise the liquidation through an appointed trustee, in accordance with applicable law. For unregistered
parties or organisations, movable assets were to be sold by the regional enforcement office under procedural law, with

the net proceeds donated to charitable associations in the governorate pursuant to a decision issued by the governorate.”?

The decree also outlined its justifications. It cited multiple factors related to the emergence of parties in Syria,
stating that “since gaining independence, the country has not had a proper party system. Instead, multiple groupings
formed around personal, class, or regional considerations, and some drew their principles from foreign ideologies

and organisations, following their guidance in ways contrary to the country’s interests and higher values.”

21 Kayyali, The Contemporary Political History of Syria, 149.

22 | egislative Decree No. 197 of 6 April 1952, Official Gazette of the Syrian Arab Republic, no. 20 (10 April 1952), 1772-1773.

23 Articles 2 and 3 of Legislative Decree No. 197 of 6 April 1952, Official Gazette of the Syrian Arab Republic, no. 20 (10 April
1952),1772-1773.
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The decree further highlighted legal ambiguity and disorder in party activity, noting that “the absence in Syrian
legislation of a law that cleatly defined limits and explicit objectives to regulate political parties facilitated the
spread of paralysis and chaos in party activity.” Party activity was instead governed by certain general principles
applicable to associations under the Civil Code, the Ottoman Associations Law, and decisions of the French High

Commissioner that remained in force.

In addition, the decree criticised the behaviour, policies, and internal rules of existing parties. It stated that “parties
multiplied without regard for the country’s needs or the will of the people.... They became so similar that they
caused confusion in citizens’ thinking, division within their ranks, and instability in their beliefs. Some pursued goals
contrary to national and patriotic principles, disconnected from the country’s traditions and interests. Moreover, the
restrictions imposed on members limited their personal freedom and prevented them from fulfilling public duties

and civic responsibilities.”**

It became clear that Adib al-Shishakli, the country’s de facto ruler, was motivated by a desire to eliminate all political
forces opposing his military rule. This objective foreshadowed his subsequent plan to establish a single party

composed of his supporters, thereby monopolising power and governance.

There was a deliberate effort to eradicate existing political parties and prevent their re-establishment. This intent was
evident in the enforcement mechanisms of the decree, which included the closure, confiscation, liquidation, sale,
and distribution of party assets. These measures contradicted the decree’s initial wording, which stated that such
actions were “pending the enactment of new legislation regulating parties and political organisations.” Typically,
in such cases, legal procedure involves first enacting a law on political parties and then allowing existing parties
a transitional period to align with the new framework. Decree 197, however, bypassed this process by dissolving
parties and distributing their assets immediately. Consequently, the implementation of the decree revealed an

exclusionary, rather than regulatory, intent.

4. Fourth General Dissolution: Law No. 2 of 1958

This trajectory culminated with the establishment of the Syrian-Egyptian union (the United Arab Republic),
announced on 22 February 1958. Law No. 2 of 1958 was issued, dissolving all political parties and organisations in
the Syrian region. This represents a clear escalation in the suppression and restriction of organised civic activity in
the country. Whereas Adib al-Shishakli had dissolved all political parties under Decree 197 “pending the enactment
of new legislation regulating parties and political organisations,” this law went further by dissolving all existing
parties and prohibiting members, as well as affiliates of dissolved political organisations, from engaging in any
form of political activity. It also forbade providing any assistance to these individuals in conducting political activity,

imposing penalties of up to three years’” imprisonment or substantial fines.”

24 Official Gazette of the Syrian Arab Republic, no. 20 (10 April 1952), 1773.
25 Articles 1, 2, and 6 of Law No. 2 of 1958, Official Gazette of the Syrian Arab Republic, Supplement No. 1 (13 March 1958), 2.
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To further ensure the elimination of the resources of political parties and to prevent their resurgence, the law stipulated
that “the funds of dissolved political parties and organisations shall be transferred to the National Union.” This Union,
established under the Constitution of the Unity State, comprised citizens tasked with achieving national objectives and

promoting efforts to build the nation on a solid foundation.”

A special delegate was appointed to receive the funds of
dissolved parties and organisations and to liquidate them as necessary. Furthermore, anyone in possession of funds

belonging to a dissolved party or organisation was required to declare them to the delegate and surrender them.”’

This outcome was a natural and anticipated consequence for all parties and political forces in Syria, given that
Egyptian President Gamal Abdel Nasser had conditioned his approval of the integrationist union with Syria on two
requirements. The first was the dissolution of military blocs within the Syrian army, their detachment from partisan
politics, and the placement of the army’s leadership under his authority. The second was the dissolution of political
parties. As a result of this decree, Syria remained party-free throughout the union period (1958-1961), and the only

organisation permitted to engage in a form of political activity was the National Union.

This decision reflects the authoritarian character of the Union’s integrationist model, which required the
elimination of party pluralism as a prerequisite for restructuring the political sphere along a single-party framework.

Consequently, independent civil organisations were entirely absent during the union period.

B. DRAINING OF HUMAN RESOURCES FOR CIVIC ENGAGEMENT

In addition to the general policy of dissolving political parties and organisations, the Syrian state, over decades and
under successive political regimes, pursued a parallel strategy that was equally consequential for the public sphere: the
systematic draining of human resources from civic engagement. This strategy primarily targeted two groups that have

historically constituted the natural base for organised civic or political activity: public employees and students.

This policy relied on imposing a broad, and at times absolute, ban on the involvement of these two groups in
public affairs under the rubric of a “ban on political activity.” It encompassed restrictions on the expression of
opinions, attendance at conferences or meetings, participation in demonstrations and strikes, and membership in
associations or political parties. At its core, this constitutes a direct suppression of the right to public participation
—a fundamental human right— whether exercised indirectly through freely elected representatives or directly through

engagement in the formation and membership of organisations and parties concerned with public affairs.

While establishing rules for political activity in workplaces or educational institutions may be understandable to
ensure professional or academic neutrality, what is neither understandable nor justifiable is the transformation of
such rules into a general and comprehensive ban extending beyond working or studying hours and affecting both

public and private life. This approach characterised the Syrian experience in this domain from its earliest stages.

26 Article 72 of the Provisional Constitution of the United Arab Republic of 1958.
27 Article 5 of Law No. 2 of 1958.
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1. Banning Civil Servants from Political Activity

This policy began in the early years of state formation, when, in 1920, the Prime Minister issued a decree prohibiting
“all civil servants from engaging in politics,” warning that violators would be removed from their positions and
that such breaches would be recorded in their employment files. This decree represented the first official measure

linking job security to political compliance.*®

Under the French Mandate, Prime Minister Muhammad Taj al-Din al-Hasani continued in this vein, issuing
Decision No. 2449 on 20 September 1930.’ The decision imposed an absolute ban on employees and workers in
public offices and institutions from participating “in speech or writing” in conferences, demonstrations, meetings,
or publications with political content, whether under their real names or pseudonyms, and from making political
statements in newspapers. Justified as a means to maintain an administration that was “firm, fair, and free from

bias,” the decision imposed strict disciplinary penalties and tasked government ministers with its enforcement.

After independence, this approach was entrenched and reinforced. On 21 January 1948, the Prime Minister issued
Circular No. 3749, circulated to all official departments, warning employees against joining or expressing sympathy
for any political party or politically active organisation. The government declared that the harshest disciplinary

penalties would be imposed on violators, including dismissal, removal, or expulsion.”

This trend peaked during the fourth military coup led by Adib Shishakli, with the issuance of Decree No. 47 on 9
January 1952. The decree amended the oath taken by civil servants to include an explicit commitment not to join
any political party, not to engage in political activity, and not to be influenced by party politics throughout their
service. Civil servants already in office were required to take this oath within a specified period and were given

fifteen days to sever any previous ties with political parties or organisations, under the threat of legal penalties.”

2. Banning Students from Public Engagement

The state did not confine its restrictions to civil servants; it also targeted students, who were regarded as the most
active source of political and civic engagement, as reflected in Legislative Decree No. 100 of 31 January 1952, titled

“Prohibiting Students from Joining Political Parties and Organisations.”*

The scope of the law extended beyond students to include teachers and educational administrators, as well as party
leaders and officials. Parents were held responsible for their children’s actions, required to provide written pledges to
monitor their behaviour, and faced criminal penalties for repeated violations. Penalties were also imposed on anyone
inciting students to strike or demonstrate, with harsher punishments if the instigator was a member of the administrative

body of a party or association, including the potential revocation of party licences or the closure of branches.

28 Al-Asima (Official Gazette), no. 143, year 2 (Damascus, 2 August 1920).

29 Official Bulletin of Administrative Acts of the State of Syria, no. 18 (1930).

30 Othman, Political Parties in Syria, 34.

31 Decree No. 47. of 9 January 1952.

32 | egislative Decree No. 100 of 31 January 1952, Official Gazette of the Syrian Republic, no. 6 (31 January 1952), 512-513.
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Any student enrolled in a university, institute, or public or private school was prohibited from joining any political
party or group, engaging in political activity, or participating in an unlicensed strike or demonstration. Students who
violated these provisions were subject to permanent expulsion by the administration of their institute or school. If
a student incited a strike or demonstration, the penalty included permanent expulsion in addition to imprisonment
for a period of one to six months and a fine of 100 to 500 Syrian pounds, or one of these two penalties. If such
acts were accompanied by any form of violence, the penalties of imprisonment and fines were doubled. Students
who were members of political parties or groups at the time the decree was issued were required to withdraw from

them within two weeks of its publication, under threat of the sanctions stipulated in the law.”

Any administrator, teacher, or instructor in a university, institute, or public or private school who neglected their
duty to suppress school strikes was subject to dismissal from office. If the individual was not a public employee,
they were barred from practising the profession for a period of one month to one year. Teachers or administrators
who incited students to strike or demonstrate were additionally subject to imprisonment for one month to one year

and a fine of 100 to 500 Sytian pounds, ot one of these two penalties.*

The decree prohibited leaders and officials of political parties or groups from registering students as members
or allowing them to enter party premises. Any official responsible for such registration or access was subject to
imprisonment for three months to one year and a fine of 100 to 1,000 Sytrian pounds for each student registered
or admitted. Party and group officials responsible for membership registration were also required to expel student

members within two weeks, failing which they would be liable to the prescribed penalties.”

If a student (a child or adolescent) committed any act prohibited under this legislative decree, the father, guardian,
or legal custodian was required to submit a written pledge to monitor the student’s behaviour. In the event of
repeated violations, the parent or guardian was deemed negligent and subject to imprisonment for up to three

months and a fine of up to 500 Syrian pounds, or one of these two penalties.™

Any person who incited students in a university, institute, or public or private school to strike or participate in an
unlicensed demonstration was subject to a penalty of imprisonment for one month to one year and a fine of 100 to
500 Syrian pounds, or one of these two penalties. The penalty was doubled if the instigator was a member of the
administrative bodies of political parties or associations. In addition, the court could order the revocation of the

licence of the party or group, ot the closure of one or more of its branches.”’

33 Articles 1-6 (1) of Legislative Decree No. 100 of 31 January 1952.
34 Article 2 of Legislative Decree No. 100 of 31 January 1952.
35 Articles 3-6 (2) of Legislative Decree No. 100 of 31 January 1952.
36 Article 5 of Legislative Decree No. 100 of 31 January 1952.
37 Article 4 of Legislative Decree No. 100 of 31 January 1952.
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3. Selective Prohibition and the Instrumentalisation of Public Activity

This legislative framework reveals that the objective was not merely to separate politics from education or public
administration, but to strip society of independent political activity. This is evident in the sharp contradiction
between restrictive legal texts and their practical application, as the ban was lifted or even reversed whenever it

served the interests of the ruling regime.

During the French Mandate, for example, the authorities encouraged public employees to join the pro-mandate
Al-Wehda Party, whose membership consisted largely of civil servants,™ despite the formal restrictions on political
activity. In the same period, the government of Taj al-Din al-Hasani expelled eighteen students from the Preparatory
School in Aleppo for refusing to receive Sheikh Taj during his visit, and the school’s principal was dismissed for

refusing to expel them without a disciplinary hearing,*

Following Husni al-Zaeim’s coup in 1949, students were publicly praised for their role in supporting the army’s movement.
In a statement issued on 31 March 1949, al-Zaeim declared: “The leader Husni al-Zaeim, Commander-in-Chief of the
Army and Armed Forces, extends his profound thanks to the noble Syrian people for the sentiments of support they
expressed for the Syrian army’s liberation movement, and offers special appreciation to the students, who expressed their

generous sentiments, whether by telegram, through their delegations, or through their remarkable demonstrations. *”’

During the rule of Adib Shishakli, a single party, the Arab Liberation Movement, was established in 1952. The
majority of its members were civil servants and students. Despite the existence of laws prohibiting public employees
from engaging in politics or joining political parties, a large public celebration was organised by the party in the
presence of Head of State Shishakli, senior state officials, and judges. During this event, attendees —most of whom
were civil servants and members of the judiciary— were called upon to stand, raise their right hands, and swear
an oath of loyalty to the Arab Liberation Movement and its leader.*" Similarly, during the Syrian-Egyptian Union
(1958-1961), one provision of the 1960 Labour Law stipulated that members of unions, federations, and union

committees were not permitted to stand for union elections unless they were members of the National Union.

Accordingly, the ban was not directed at political activity as such, but rather at any civic or political activity
independent of state authority. In contrast, state-ideologised and state-directed activity remained permitted, if not
actively encouraged. The result was the draining of society’s organisational capacity and the transformation of

political participation from a general right into a privilege conditional upon loyalty to the ruling power.

38 Othman, Political Parties in Syria, 26.

39 Abd al-Rahman al-Kayyali, Al Marahil Fi Al Intidab Al Faransi Wa Fi Nidalina Al Watani: Al Juz’ Al Awwal [Stages under
the French Mandate and in Our National Struggle: Part One] (Aleppo: Al-Dad Priniting Press, 1958), 285.

40 Bashir Al-Awf, Al Ingilab Al Suri: Asraruhu Wa Dawaafiuhi Wa Maramihi, Wa Kayfa Tammat Hawadithuhu [The Syrian
Coup: Its Secrets, Motives, Objectives, and How It Unfolded] (Damascus: Al-Nouri Bookshop, 1949), 64.

41 Ahmad Walid Mansour, Qisasat Ghayr Qabilah Lil Ta’n Bayn Al Qudat Wa Al Siyasiyyin Al Suriyyin (1918-1961) [Non-
Appealable Punishments before Syrian Judges and Politicians (1918-1961)] (Damascus: Dar Safahat Lil Nashr, 2018).
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C. THE LEGAL CODIFICATION OF REPRESSION AND RESTRICTION

The legal codification of repression and restriction refers to the use of legislation to confer formal legitimacy
on practices that constrained key actors within civil society, thereby transforming the law from an instrument for
the protection of rights and freedoms into a mechanism of coercion and punishment. Legal texts thus became a

juridical cover for authoritarian practices targeting the public sphere and its organisations.

From an early stage in its history, the Syrian state adopted this approach as a central pillar of controlling civil society.
Rather than relying solely on uncodified administrative or security measures, it sought to establish a legislative
framework that normalised restrictions and granted the executive broad legal powers of intervention, prohibition,

dissolution, and punishment in the name of the law.

1. Legislative Decree No. 50 of 1946: The Zenith of Executive Power Expansion

Only a few weeks after the withdrawal of French forces from Syria, the Syrian government issued Legislative
Decree No. 50 on 17 October 1946, establishing the special organisational statute of the Ministry of the Interior.
This decree constituted an early and particularly dangerous model of using law to codify repression, as it granted

the Minister of the Interior near-absolute authority over the main components of the civil sphere.

Under this decree, the Minister of the Interior became the sole authority empowered to grant licences to political
parties, associations, organisations, and clubs, as well as to authorise public meetings. The decree also granted the
Minister the power to monitor these entities, supervise their activities, and dissolve or prohibit them whenever he

deemed that they:
*  violated or called for the violation of the basic principles of the Constitution;
*  undermined the republican system of government;
*  were connected to a foreign state or organisation;
* accepted foreign aid or donations without government approval; or

*  violated general security.

These powers extended beyond administrative regulation. The decree also authorised the Minister of the Intetior
to impose house arrest for up to one year on the founders and members of these entities, as well as on anyone who
engaged in any of the acts listed. In this way, the decree concentrated both regulatory and punitive authority in the

hands of a single executive body, without any effective judicial safeguards.*

42 |egislative Decree No. 50 of 17 October 1946, concerning the organisational structure of the Ministry of the Interior.
Official Gazette of the Syrian Republic, no. 43 (17 October 1946), 1357.
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2. The Response of Civil Society: An Early Constitutional Confrontation

What is particularly notable at this stage is that Syrian civil society did not remain silent in the face of this dangerous
legislative expansion. Instead, it engaged in a direct confrontation: demonstrations spread across the country to
protest Decree No. 50, compelling the government to refer the decree to the Constitutional Committee to assess

its conformity with the existing constitution.

The decision of the Constitutional Committee, issued on 18 November 1946, was favourable to civil society
and decisive in highlighting the dangers posed by the decree. The committee held that granting the Minister
of the Interior the authority to licence political parties, associations, and public meetings, as well as to monitor
and supervise them, effectively conferred absolute and arbitrary powers of prohibition. It further found that
empowering the Minister to dissolve these entities at his personal discretion, without review or appeal, constituted

a fundamental violation of the principle of the rule of law.*

The decision of the Constitutional Committee, issued on 18 November 1946, thus favoured civil society and
curtailed the repressive powers the government sought to exercise through the decree. The committee noted that
the Minister of the Interior had been granted the authority to licence political parties, associations, organisations,
and clubs, to authorise the holding of meetings, and to exercise oversight and supervision over their activities. This
effectively conferred upon him absolute powers of prohibition, exercisable at his arbitrary discretion, without any
possibility of challenging his decisions or the potentially serious consequences that could ensue. Moreover, the
Committee observed that the decree granted the Minister the authority to impose house arrest on Syrian citizens,

despite the absence of any legal provision empowering him to do so.

The committee further emphasised that authorising the Minister of the Interior to impose house arrest on Syrian
citizens had no legal basis in existing legislation and constituted a serious breach of constitutional guarantees. It
concluded that Decree No. 50 did not seck to safeguard freedoms, as required by the constitution, but rather to
undermine them through arbitrary executive power. The committee asked: “How can freedoms be protected and
guaranteed when the Minister of the Interior alone, at his personal discretion, can dissolve associations, disband

political parties, close printing presses, revoke newspaper licences, and exile citizens from their homes?”

Accordingly, the Constitutional Committee ruled that Decree No. 50 was in violation of the constitutional provisions
concerning freedom of thought, the prohibition on the displacement of Syrian citizens, freedom of the press and

printing, and the freedoms of association and assembly.**

43 Report of the Constitutional Committee on Decree No. 50 concerning the organisational structure of the Ministry of the
Interior, Official Gazette of the Syrian Republic (1946), 51-59.
44 |bid.
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3. Formal Retraction: Not a Real Break

The government responded pro forma to the Constitutional Committee’s observations by repealing the most
controversial provisions of the decree and issuing Legislative Decree No. 76 on 30 June 1947, which established a
new organisational statute for the Ministry of the Interior. However, this retraction did not fundamentally break
with the logic of codifying repression; it merely curtailed some direct powers while retaining core executive control

over the civil sphere.

This episode represented one of the rare moments in the immediate post-independence period in which Syrian civil
society succeeded in imposing a constitutional interpretation that constrained executive authority. This environment

proved short-lived.

4. Military Coups and the Re-Codification of Repression

With the succession of military coups beginningin 1949, the political context changed dramatically, and constitutional
confrontations of the type seen in 1946 were no longer feasible. Successive authorities enacted new legislation that

re-codified the repression and restriction of civic activity, this time without effective institutional resistance.

In 1953, Adib Shishakli, leader of the third and fourth coups, issued the Law on Associations and Parties under
Legislative Decree No. 47. This law placed both parties and associations under the supervision of the Ministry of
the Interior, granting it broad powers to inspect and monitor their activities and financial resources. Judicial police
were authorised to enter party and association headquarters at any time under the pretext of maintaining security.
These powers were also extended to governors and district officials within their jurisdictions, expanding executive

intervention to multiple local levels.

During the period of the Syrian-Egyptian union (1958-1961), Law No. 93 regulating non-governmental associations
was enacted, reflecting a centralised conception of the state as the authority entitled to guide society and control
its organisations. This law, together with its executive regulations, provided extensive tools for governmental and

security authorities to intervene in the formation, internal management, and daily operations of associations.*

Under this law, associations were compelled to submit an application to the Ministry of Labour and Social Affairs,
which conducted security checks. Associations were also required to submit minutes of their meetings, financial
statements, and periodic reports to the Ministry, which could dispatch representatives or “other entities” to attend

meetings in order to supervise and regulate their activities.

This law remains in force today, significantly weakening the environment for civil society work in Syria and

entrenching a legal model that subjects civil organisations to both prior approval and ongoing state oversight.

45 No Room to Breathe: State Repression of Human Rights Activism in Syria (New York: Human Rights Watch, October 16, 2007).
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V. TOWARD A STRUCTURAL ANALYSIS OF THE STATE-CIVIL SOCIETY RELATIONSHIP
IN SYRIA

An examination of the historical and legal trajectory of restrictions on organised civic activity in Syria between
1918 and 1958 indicates that these developments were not merely a series of interruptions or exceptions linked to
changes in political regimes. Rather, they constitute an early manifestation of a stable institutional pattern in the
management of the state—society relationship. Despite the succession of monarchy, mandate rule, independent
governments, military coups, and the Syrian-Egyptian union, the core of this relationship remained governed by a

single logic: the control, neutralisation, or elimination of the civil sphere.

The study demonstrates that the emerging Syrian state did not regard civil society as a structural component of a
civic state or as a legitimate intermediary between society and authority. Instead, civil society was treated as a domain
to be controlled and managed, a potential threat to be contained, or a tool to be mobilised when convenient. This
approach was evident from the founding period, when a legal legacy formally permitted limited civil organisation,
yet this allowance was simultaneously hollowed out through administrative orders and exceptional measures, later

evolving into a more explicit legislative framework for restricting the public sphere.

Within this context, the three mechanisms of restriction examined in this study —general dissolution of organisations,
depletion of human resources, and the legal codification of repression— should not be understood merely as discrete or
sequential measures, butas components of anintegrated system performing complementary functions. General dissolution
targeted the organisational structure of civil society, effectively eliminating its institutional existence. The depletion of
human resources, particularly through the neutralisation of employees and students, prevented the reproduction of civil
society even during periods when it was formally permitted. Meanwhile, the legal codification of repression conferred

legitimacy and durability on this process, transforming political restrictions into enduring legal norms.

This integration demonstrates that, in the Syrian experience, law was rarely a neutral instrument or merely a victim
of executive overreach; rather, it became one of the most effective tools of repression. Legislation was employed to
redefine freedoms, expand administrative powers at the expense of constitutional guarantees, and transform legal
texts into instruments of prohibition and punishment, rather than frameworks for protecting the right to organise
and participate in public life. This reveals a foundational paradox: the modern Syrian state derived part of its legal

legitimacy from undermining the very conditions necessary for a civic state.

The deeper consequence of this trajectory lies not only in the weakening of parties and associations during the
period under study, but also in the creation of a long-term structural legacy characterised by mutual distrust between
the state and society, the fragility of the civil sphere, and its susceptibility to suspension or elimination with each
political shift. This legacy helps explain why, in later periods, Syrian civil society remained weak in influence,
limited in autonomy, and easily co-opted or dismantled, and why debates over the civil character of the state and
the boundaries of the public sphere persisted unresolved —reflecting a historical continuation of a foundational

struggle that has never been fundamentally addressed since the establishment of the state.
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CONCLUSION

This study demonstrates that the restriction of organised civic activity in Syria was not the product of exceptional
circumstances or transient political decisions, but rather the outcome of a cumulative process that began during the
state’s founding phase and was reinforced through constitutional and legislative texts, as well as through practical
measures that continuously reshaped the public sphere in restrictive ways. From the earliest years following the
collapse of Ottoman rule, civil organisation was treated not as a pillar of a civic state, but as a domain subject to

control, suspension, or elimination, depending on the prevailing balance of power.

As demonstrated in this study, this trajectory was unaffected by shifts in political regimes; it persisted through the
monarchy, the mandate period, independent governments, military coups, and the Syrian-Egyptian union. This
continuity reveals a foundational flaw in the state-society relationship, in which interactions were not based on
principles of partnership or representation, but rather on administrative and legislative domination, directly shaping

the structure of civil society and constraining its autonomy and capacity for effective action.

The study also highlights the central role of law in this trajectory —not as a framework for protecting rights and
freedoms, but as a mechanism for maintaining control over the civil sphere. Restrictive practices were legitimised
through legislation granting the executive broad powers of licensing, supervision, dissolution, and punishment,

thereby transforming law itself into a pillar for weakening the public sphere rather than serving as its guarantor.

In this context, the ongoing divisions and debates in contemporary Syria regarding the civil nature of the state
and society, as well as the persistent weakness and limited effectiveness of Syrian civil society across its various
sectors, can be understood as the logical outcome of a long-standing legacy of restriction and repression, enacted
constitutionally, legally, and practically. This reality does not represent a rupture from the past; rather, it constitutes
a historical continuation of a foundational trajectory that was never fundamentally addressed but was instead

repeatedly deferred and reproduced over successive decades.

Accordingly, any serious discussion concerning the future of the Syrian state, or the reconstruction of its
constitutional and legal framework, cannot be confined to amending existing texts or reproducing them in new
forms, nor can it be conducted behind closed doors or through agreements brokered by regional or international
patron states. Rather, it requires the formulation of a new social contract, established through broad societal,
political, legal, and constitutional dialogue that includes all components of Syrian society without exclusion,
marginalisation, or discrimination. Without reopening civil space and reestablishing the state—society relationship
on the basis of genuine participation and legal guarantees, attempts at reform will remain vulnerable to reproducing

the same restrictions, regardless of changes in context or official labels.
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