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LIMITS OF “AUTHORITARIAN UPGRADING” IN
SYRIA: PRIVATE WELFARE, ISLAMIC CHARITIES,
AND THE RISE OF THE ZAYD MOVEMENT

Now I want to see your donations. Each of you, how many young people’s marriages do you want
to pay for?

(A man in the mosque raises five fingers.)

Yes? Abu Bashar? Five? So, our brother Bashir Khuli, five young people. Jamal ‘Ammuri, five
young people. Doctor Mahmud Hallaq, five young people.

(The shaykh turns toward a man in the first rank.)

Abu Muhammad, how many? Five, too? OK. My dear brothers, remember that this is your gift to
the Prophet, so give as much as you can.

—Shaykh Na‘im al-‘Arqgsusi

Shaykh Na‘im al-‘Arqsusi is one of Damascus’s most popular Muslim scholars. A
leading figure of a local Islamic movement called Jama‘at Zayd (Zayd’s Group), he
is widely praised for his knowledge, modesty, and asceticism. Every week, this frail,
short-bearded fifty-six-year-old attracts several thousand people to the huge concrete
al-Iman mosque next to Ba‘th party headquarters in the middle-class neighborhood of
al-Mezra‘a.

The fundraising event described above was organized on the occasion of a mawlid
(celebration of the Prophet’s birthday) in a packed al-Iman in April 2007. At the end
of the evening, Shaykh Na‘m invited donations for a charitable project called Sunduq
al-Mawadda wa-1-Rahma (The Love and Mercy Fund), which helps young people marry
by contributing to the dowry payment. Well-off followers raised their hands to donate
grants of 50,000 Syrian pounds (S£)-about U.S. $1,100—each of which would pay for
the marriage of one couple. Next to the shaykh, in a perfect suit, Sunduq al-Mawadda’s
moustachioed director, “Hajj” ‘Umar Mukhallalati,) a member of the Damascus
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Chamber of Industry, took note of the donations. At the end of the “auction,” more
than 150 grants, about S£7.5 million, had been collected.?

Scenes like these are increasingly common in Syria, where charitable activities have
grown in number and scale since the 1990s.> At the origin of this development are
two distinct dynamics that affect the nature of state—society relations in the country.
On the one hand, Syria’s welfare arrangements have come under acute strain since
the mid-1980s as shrinking state resources, decades of rapid population growth, and
inefficiency have undermined the state’s ability to provide adequate social services to
the nation’s poor. Starting in the late 1990s, the government progressively relaxed its
restrictions on charitable associations, which have provided a useful—although still
relatively modest—contribution through the growth of private-sector-funded welfare
schemes. Faith-based initiatives in particular have proven apt at mobilizing charitable
donations from the middle class and the bourgeoisie.

On the other hand, the growth of the Islamic charitable sector speaks of a détente
between the Ba‘th regime and the Islamic trend that began in the mid-1990s. Hoping
to strengthen its legitimacy by improving relations with domestic and regional Islamic
forces, the regime has allowed the partial comeback and restart of activities by actors
it had quelled from the 1979 to 1982 Islamic uprising onward. In 1994, leaders of
Jama‘at Zayd, a Sufi-inspired yet politically aware, middle-class Islamic organization,
returned from their refuge in Saudi Arabia. By the time the regime eased restrictions on
the associative sector, the movement was already reestablishing itself, and during the
following decade it emerged as a leading player in private welfare.

For the regime, the best scenario would have been to see the rapidly growing charitable
projects run by traditionally regime-friendly Islamic networks such as that of late Grand
Mufti Ahmad Kaftaru. However, these networks have proven to rely on too narrow a
social base to efficiently carry the process by themselves.* Zayd, by contrast, draws on
huge popularity among the Damascene merchant middle class, which provides it with a
unique capacity to attract funds from the private sector. As a result, the movement has
carried out a de facto takeover of the capital’s charitable sector.

Through a detailed, fieldwork-based analysis of this process, we deepen our under-
standing of Islamic charities’ success. We go beyond traditional assumptions about
these charities’ “cultural embedment” and “organic character” because our goal is not
to determine the cause of this success in general but to explain why certain faith-based
initiatives succeed better than others. In addition, we propose an empirically nuanced
contribution to the debate on current transformations of Arab authoritarian systems.
The Syrian regime, like other “hard” variants of authoritarianism, is often studied in a
top-down perspective that overlooks social actors’ agency. Without underestimating the
constraints imposed from above, we show here how such actors use their resources to
seize opportunities left by a readjusting state.

Scholarly accounts of Islamic charities have generally stressed their ideologically
counterhegemonic dimension, whether as the cause of their success® or as the con-
sequence of their action—that is, Islamization of society. The Islamization process is
supposed to occur “vertically” through the associations’ recruiting of the poor,® or, as
Janine Clark more convincingly argues, “horizontally,” because involvement in charita-
ble activities fosters middle-class Islamist networks.’
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The specificities of the Syrian context lead us to adopt a different perspective. Under
the Ba‘thist regime, political restrictions have maintained Islamic associations in a
somewhat “primitive” state, most of them remaining simple administrative structures
involving few human resources. Because their only task is to gather and redistribute
money, these charities consist only of a board composed of notables, a general assembly
that meets once a year, and a handful of volunteers or employees. Therefore, they
cannot be considered a locus for political mobilization and socialization but are mere
functional agencies of broader informal religious structures. In Damascus, indeed, the
fastest growing charitable projects are only the “tip” of the Zayd-movement iceberg that
provides them with money through trust, networks, and informal hierarchical power
structures. In other words, the social reach of Zayd, which results from a network
of around thirty mosques whose staff are actively proselytizing, is more of a cause
than a consequence of successful charitable projects. In the current economic context,
this unequal distribution of social capital among local religious actors has important
consequences for the Syrian political system—not because Islamic charities attract new
members to Islamic networks but rather because these networks’ leaders have become
increasingly important, even if undesired, partners of the regime.

The political consequences of transferring responsibilities formerly borne by the
public sector to social actors are contested in the academic literature. The neoliberal
assumption that it leads to the emergence of civil counterweights to the political elite
has over the last decade been challenged by critical approaches that speak of a “redeploy-
ment of the state,” the retreat of formal state institutions being combined with continued
effective control over the economy.® Steven Heydemann has recently joined the latter
trend by arguing that a process of “authoritarian upgrading” is taking place in the Arab
context whereby regimes adjust to pressures for reform by manipulating features of
political and economic liberalization, such as pluralist elections and privatizations. In
doing so, they minimize political constraints stemming from increased social participa-
tion and maximize their relative autonomy from society’s less supportive sectors. The
outcome, Heydemann claims, is an authoritarianism that is “stronger, more flexible, and
more resilient than ever.””

In line with this argument, recent works have analyzed cases of private welfare initia-
tives that are politically risk free for Arab regimes because the state possesses or tightly
controls the resources needed to finance charities through oil rent (Saudi Arabia),'”
formerly nationalized religious endowments (Egypt),'! or crony businessmen—that is,
actors who belong to the same networks as the political elite, share the regime’s inter-
ests and worldview, and often depend on state contracts. Heydemann puts forward the
example of semiofficial nongovernmental organizations (NGOs) founded by Arab first
ladies, such as the organizations composing the Syrian Trust for Development, which
are sponsored by Bashar al-Asad’s wife, Asma’ al-Akhras, and mainly financed by the
European Union.'? The actual social impact of these empowerment-oriented projects
is dubious and in any case far from matching that of the more classical redistributive
associations managed by religious leaders.

Even though some of these associations are led by ““state-sanctioned” Muslim scholars,
they cannot be collectively considered pawns of the regime. Indeed, the state’s limited
financial resources do not allow for any significant public assistance to private welfare
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organizations,'® and for political reasons, foreign backing for Islamic associations is
severely restricted.'* As a consequence, they are mainly financed by local entrepreneurs
through zakat (alms) and fabarru‘at (voluntary donations). Moreover, the social capital
needed to attract donations from the “pious bourgeoisie”!> is provided by Muslim
scholars whose popularity relies on factors over which the state has no control. Indeed, the
Zayd movement accumulates this social capital not only through its religious activities
properly speaking (religious-science lessons and spiritual guidance) but also, given
the Ba‘thist regime’s lack of legitimacy among the conservative Sunni middle class,'®
through its independent political stance.

The “sociology of efficient funding” is incompatible with the Syrian regime simply
choosing the most compliant religious actors, which means that the current growth of
charitable activities cannot be seen as a mere redeployment of the state. The outcome
rather is a complex interdependence where the mutual cooperation of state and charity
leaders deepens. Although the political outcomes of this alliance are still modest, they
nevertheless constitute a clear break with former patterns of state—society relations
in Syria. Indeed, the regime’s relative autonomy from society has traditionally been
ensured through partnerships with social actors who are historically sympathetic to
the Ba‘th and/or, in the religious realm in particular, sufficiently weak to abide by
the rules of a patron—client relationship. This is not the case with Zayd, whose large
popular and economic base means it can afford to cooperate with the state while lend-
ing it only passive support. The authorities’ association with highly popular religious
forces and tolerance for increasingly dynamic faith-based initiatives thus stabilize the
regime while curtailing its autonomy by contributing to the integration of unenthu-
siastic partners into the state-supporting elite coalition. It appears that “authoritarian
upgrading” is not as safe as suggested by the previous examples of state-sponsored
NGOs.

In the next section of the article, we describe the 20th-century development of the
financial and organizational backbone of Syria’s charitable sector, which we call the
‘ulama’-merchants nexus. The second section deals with the remarkable growth of
private welfare organizations in the country since the late 1990s. The third section
presents the Zayd movement’s “charitable empire.” The fourth section argues that Zayd’s
strength in the charitable field stems from its long-established, deep roots in the small-
and medium-sized private sector. The last section analyzes the ambiguous political
relations between Zayd and the regime.

THE ULAMA>-MERCHANTS NEXUS

The Syrian Islamic charitable sector is based mainly on cooperation between ‘ulama’ and
merchants (tujjar). Although the association of these two social groups is not uncommon
in the Muslim world,'” Syria’s modern history has given it particular strength.

In Damascus, the 1925-50 period witnessed a complete renewal of the local religious
leadership. A new cultural mood that pushed the city’s social elite to send its children
to new secular schools, as well as the disappearance of the Ottoman state’s support,
led to the end of the old upper-class Damascene families as significant religious actors.
At the same time, the spread of secular ideas by the French occupier and the ruling
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bourgeoisie led to a religious reaction called “the awakening of religious knowledge”
(al-nahda al-‘ilmiyya). This movement was led by Sufi-leaning Muslim clerics—like
‘Ali al-Dagqr, Salih al-Farfur, Hasan Habannaka, and ‘Abd al-Karim al-Rifa‘i—from
petty- and middle-bourgeois families that had previously been unknown for producing
wulama’.'® In the absence of any support by the state or by a prestigious academic
institution like the Egyptian al-Azhar, these shaykhs had to rely on their own popular
and economic base. As a consequence, Damascus’s new Islamic leadership was virtually
born from the suq, with most of the newcomers being merchants or shopkeepers. They
were backed by their relatives and neighbors, whose money they needed to build mosques
and finance charitable and educational associations. In return, associations’ boards of
trustees always included the main merchant sponsors.'”

Urban networks of traditional entrepreneurs and ‘ulama’ thrived in the liberal system
set up after the 1946 French withdrawal, and the 1950s witnessed a flourishing of private
associations. However, their functioning and creation were hindered by more restrictive
legal provisions after Syria’s merger with Egypt in the United Arab Republic in 1958 and
above all by the 1963 institution of the state of emergency—still in force in 2008—by
the new Bathist regime.?”

During the 1960s, given the weakening of the now suppressed Muslim Brotherhood,?!
the ‘ulama’ and their merchant following spearheaded opposition to the Ba‘th’s secularist
and socialist ambitions. In Damascus, their leader was Shaykh Hasan Habannaka, whom
the regime tried to counter by backing the more compliant Ahmad Kaftaru, appointing
the latter grand mufti in 1964.%2

The “corrective movement” launched in 1970 by Hafiz al-Asad downplayed the goal
of cultural and economic transformation and relaxed relations with the religious elite and
the private sector somewhat.”®> Given the dismantling of the haute bourgeoisie under the
Ba‘thist regimes of the 1960s, Syria’s first infitah (opening) benefited not only a so-called
“new class” of crony businessmen but also merchants from traditional urban quarters.
They seized large parts of the country’s domestic and foreign trade and developed small-
to medium-sized industrial activities. The enrichment of the suq’s leading families turned
them into what Philippe Droz-Vincent has called the “merchant upper middle class.”*
To date, this social category has kept a relatively modest economic and political profile,
even though some exceptional trajectories—such as that of the al-Shallah family, which
wove close ties with Hafiz al-Asad—complicate the picture.

The process was highly beneficial to the country’s religious elite because traditional
merchant families were the very same stratum that produced and backed the ‘ulama’
from the 1920s onward, with the result that “shaykh” and “merchant” were only distinct
professional identities for people belonging to the same social class. This situation hardly
changed during the following decades: lacking resources and religious legitimacy, the
Ba‘thist regime never managed—and apparently never tried—to turn members of the
religious elite into civil servants gathered in an obedient official body. Senior ‘ulama’
often refused remuneration for posts in mosques; in any case, the Ministry of Religious
Endowments paid only nominal salaries. As a consequence, many Muslim scholars
continued to rely on teaching posts in private institutes and on informal donations from
well-off people as well as on their personal financial investments, again facilitated by
their social capital. Up to the present, business has remained a favorite career for the
sons of Syrian ‘ulama’.
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The 1979-82 Islamic uprising revealed deep differences in the relations between
the regime and the country’s main cities. In Aleppo and Hama, widespread popular
hostility toward the political center, stemming partly from the local private sector’s
sense of economic marginalization by Damascus, led to a bloody showdown with
security forces. In Damascus, relatively better relations between the regime and the
business sector limited the extent of the crisis.Z> Nonetheless, several of the capital’s
leading Muslim scholars were forced into exile, and related Islamic associations were
closed.

The following decade was one of the darkest periods in the history of Syrian ‘ulama’,
with extremely severe restrictions imposed on most Islamic activities except for state-
sponsored networks such as Kaftaru’s. Relations between the regime and the rest of
the religious elite started to improve only following the return of some formerly exiled
clerics in the mid-1990s.

In the economic realm, the 1986 fiscal crisis was followed by a second infitah that
significantly improved the relative strength of the private sector. By 1990, gross private
investments, which ranged around one-third of total investments in the 1970s, exceeded
those of the public sector.?® After a temporary halt during Syria’s peace negotiations
with Israel in the 1990s, economic reforms resumed under Bashar al-Asad. In 2005, the
tenth Ba‘th Party Congress formally declared that Syria was heading toward a “social
market economy.”?’ During this new phase of liberalization, the private sector has made
its appearance in services, such as banking and insurance, that since the 1963 Ba‘thist
takeover had been the exclusive prerogative of the state.

As Syrian businessmen thrived, their relations with the religious elite seemed better
than ever, as illustrated by a private mawlid that took place in June 2007 in a luxurious
private residence on the outskirts of Damascus. The feast was given by a typical member
of the local merchant upper-middle class who made his fortune through the import and
manufacture of home appliances. An important backer of several Islamic associations,
the entrepreneur had gathered some 250 people, predominantly from the business com-
munity, along with ambassadors, parliamentarians, and top religious dignitaries like
Sa‘id Ramadan al-Buti, Syria’s most renowned Muslim scholar; Ahmad Hassun, the
republic’s grand mufti; and Sariya al-Rifa‘, a leader of the powerful Zayd movement.

The reception gave rise to numerous compliments between the ‘ulama’ and their
private-sector backers. The host first welcomed the clerics: “When 1 invited you, I
intended to invite the makers of this nation [umma]—those who make the minds and
hearts and shape them in the Prophet’s manner ... You, my teachers and masters: the
honorable ‘ulama’.” Grand Mufti Hassun answered by drawing a line from piety to
prosperity and success: “When hearts are lightened with faith, then the money is purified
in our pockets . .. and heaven gives us prosperity and grace.” Shaykh al-Buti added to
these words by praising “the coming together of all the indispensable pillars of the ideal
Islamic society.” In his words, “religion plans, industry provides and completes, and
commerce sells.”?

The continued potency of the ‘ulama’-merchants nexus also became clear in the April
2007 legislative elections: all main lists of independent candidates in Damascus were
composed of a majority of businessmen accompanied by a religious figure. Muhammad
Hamshu, a nouveau-riche Sunni and crony of the Asad family, and ‘Abd al-Salam Rajih,
dean of Kaftaru Academy’s shari‘a faculty, came out on top with about 80,000 votes
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each. Their list received significant public support from the local religious elite, its
businessmen having built several large mosques in recent years and provided generous
financing of religious associations.?’

CHARITABLE ACTIVITIES ON THE RISE

In its embrace of market adjustment, the regime has adopted a very careful approach.
Since 1970, it has sought a gradual liberalization of the investment climate without aban-
doning the populist social contract on which the regime is built. Thus, while streamlining
rules and regulations for the private sector, the government has mostly avoided subsidy
cuts and public sector reform.3® Periods of acute fiscal crisis, however, have pushed
the Syrian leadership against the wall. Notably, in 1986, it cut the budget from around
50 percent to 30 percent of the GDP and throughout the 1990s maintained a policy
of freezing wages and downscaling public investments. Although the social impact of
these measures was attenuated by fortuitous economic conjuncture in the first half of
the 1990s, economic fortune changed in 1996, when Syria entered years of decreasing
oil production, falling oil prices, fading private investment, and drought. The nadir was
reached in 1999 with a negative growth rate of 3.6 percent.?!

During Bashar al-Asad’s first years in power, public salaries were increased on sev-
eral occasions, and public expenditure as a percentage of the GDP rose from 30 to
33 in 2003.3> Nonetheless, given persistent rapid population increase and insufficient
economic growth rates, the Syrian government is no longer in a position to adequately
fulfill its welfare obligations. In 2004, 10.36 percent of the population (almost two
million Syrians) were living on less than $2 a day.>? Despite recent higher growth rates
(6.2% in 2007),3* the situation has worsened due to a sharp increase in the consumer
price index (10% in 2006).%

To attenuate the destabilizing effects of poverty, the regime liberalized its policies
toward private welfare in the late 1990s. As a consequence, charitable associations
began to rise from their decades-long lethargy and witnessed a major expansion in terms
of number, financial means, and scale of activities.

Recent years have seen a wave of new charitable projects unprecedented in the Ba‘th
regime’s history. According to estimates from the Ministry of Social Affairs and Labor,
the total number of associations in Syria doubled from 586 in 2004 to 1,187 (including
about 600 charitable organizations) in 2006.3¢ The director of the Union of Charitable
Associations in Damascus (UCA-D),?’ a private body that coordinates activities of the
city’s charities, explicitly linked the burgeoning of new associations to deteriorating
social conditions:

The increasing number of associations points to the government’s desire to get rid of its respon-
sibilities toward citizens, as it gives a diagnosis of a society that is in majority composed of poor
people . .. Those who work in the charitable associations perfectly know the extent of poverty in
this country: while associations multiply, the situation gets worse.*

Legal provisions do not recognize a distinct religious identity for these organizations,
but in the early 2000s, among the approximately 100 charitable associations located
in Damascus, at least 80 percent were Sunni Muslim**—the rest were Twelver Shi‘
Muslim, Christian, and secular.
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In the absence of reliable statistics, it is difficult to evaluate the impact of these
associations’ charitable work. For 2003, that is, before the post-2004 associational
boom, Syrian researcher Jum‘a Hijazi estimated that around 300 associations provided
S£842 million in aid to more than 72,000 families.** If this figure is accurate, a gross
extrapolation suggests that private welfare extends to several hundreds of thousands in
Syria today.

Whereas in Damascus the revival of the charitable sector has relied mainly on pre-
viously existing civil associations, in some places it has consisted of privatization (or
to more be precise, denationalization) of formerly state-managed structures. In Hama,
for instance, the Maktab al-Ri‘aya al-Ijtima‘iyya (Social Care Bureau)—the city’s most
powerful charitable association, born from the 1983 nationalization of al-Nahda al-
Islamiyya (the Islamic Awakening)—was turned into a private body in 2003 and became
al-Jam‘iyya al-Khayriyya li-1-Ri‘aya al-Ijtima‘iyya (Charitable Association for Social
Care), which opened several branches in the villages of Hama’s countryside.*' Two
years earlier, the former Jam‘yyat A ‘mal al-Birr al-Islamiyya (Islamic Association for
Charitable Works), the oldest organization of its kind in the city (1925), had been
reestablished as a private body under the name Jam‘iyyat A‘mal al-Birr.*> Because
Hama was the main center of the 1979-82 Islamic uprising, its society (and especially
its religious component) remains under closer control than anywhere else in the country,
which may explain why a local governor presides over al-Jam‘yya al-Khayriyya and
a former governor over Jam<yyat A ‘mal al-Birr.*> However, their boards, like those of
other recently founded associations in the city, include notables from the city’s old Sunni
families (al-Kilani, al-Jabi, al-Barudi, al-‘Azm), whose social capital is probably needed
to raise funds from the private sector.

During the past few years, greater government flexibility has coincided with an
unprecedented flow of capital into the Syrian economy, driven by several factors: a new
regime policy aimed at facilitating the return of expatriate capital, the latest oil boom,
large amounts of Iraqi wealth accompanying waves of refugees, growing insecurity for
Arab investments in the West because of the “war on terror,” and the opening of private
banks in Syria as relations deteriorated with Lebanon, a traditional safe haven for Syrian
wealth. According to official Syrian figures, investment projects have increased by 250
percent since 2004, reaching $9.2 billion in 2006.** This bonanza resulted in a sharp
increase in charitable donations, which multiplied associations’ means. For instance, the
annual expenditures of the Sunduq al-Mawadda wa-1-Rahma rose from S£2.7 million
(about $60,000) in 2002 to S£22.1 million (some $500,000) in 2006.%

Ba‘thist repression fossilized the associations’ scale and activities by severely limiting
their growth and the possibility for them to open private schools and hospitals. As a
consequence, in the late 1990s, Islamic charities were mostly small-scale structures
dating back to the pre-Ba‘th era, the majority dedicated to distributing money, food, and
other first-necessity items in the neighborhoods that surrounded their headquarters.*®
Since the 1990s, however, Syria has witnessed the emergence of charitable projects
characterized by much larger financial resources and a wider range of action. Some of
these associations are linked to traditionally proregime religious leaders.*” However, the
most successful and well managed among them are without a doubt those run by the
Zayd movement, whether directly or through the Union of Charitable Associations in
Damascus.
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ZAYD’S CHARITABLE EMPIRE

Following in the footsteps of his father, ‘Abd al-Karim (1904-73), a leading figure of
al-nahda al-‘ilmiyya and the founder of the Zayd movement, Shaykh Sariya al-Rifa‘i
is the most influential actor in Damascus’s charitable sector. In 2002, he launched
the Hifz al-Ni‘ma (Preservation of Grace) project, which takes an approach similar to
Egyptian preacher ‘Amr Khalid’s campaigns to collect surplus food, medicine, clothes,
furniture, and books.*8 Every day, Hifz al-Ni‘ma’s van fleet delivers meals across the
city, and dozens of poor people gather in front of the association’s distribution centers.*
According to Sariya al-Rifa, who never loses an occasion to promote his project
from his pulpit, Hifz al-Ni‘ma now helps more than 6,000 families—far more than any
traditional neighborhood association.>

Al-Rifai’s organization’s ability to work on a large scale probably explains why,
during the month of Ramadan 2006, the Ministry of Religious Endowments chose it to
provide food for the official daily fast-breaking ceremony in the Umayyad mosque that
was attended by a daily average of 10,000 people.’! Likewise, Hifz al-Ni‘ma played
a leading role in helping the tens of thousands of Lebanese refugees who flooded
Damascus during the July 2006 war, providing about 20,000 individual meals daily.>?

Beside Hifz al-Ni‘ma, the Zayd movement has continued to manage and expand
a network of local associations that was set up in the 1950s by ‘Abd al-Karim al-
Rifa‘. Historically rooted in traditional Damascene quarters and the first belt of newly
constructed, middle-class and bourgeois areas, Zayd’s charitable network nevertheless
managed to spread to more peripheral, working-class neighborhoods. For instance,
in May 2006, the Al-Sihha (Health) association was inaugurated in Harasta, east of
Damascus, in the presence of Zayd’s three leading figures—Sariya al-Rifa‘, his elder
brother Osama, and the aforementioned Na‘im al-‘Arqsusi. Noted businessmen also
attended the ceremony, including the head of the Damascus Countryside (Rif Dimashq)
Chamber of Commerce.>

In addition to directly run projects like Hifz al-Ni‘ma, the Zayd movement’s charitable
empire is built on its hold on the UCA-D. The UCA-D was founded in 1957 by Muslim
scholars and merchants to coordinate and represent the city’s charitable associations.>* It
was always dominated by Islamic organizations, and Zayd-related associations exerted
a strong influence due to their number and fundraising capacity. In the wake of the
government’s new hands-off approach, the Zayd movement has completely taken over
the UCA-D. In the 2006 general election for the union’s governing board, a majority
of Zayd-affiliated businessmen came out on top. The organization’s president (‘Umar
Mukhallalati), vice-president (‘Umar Sayrawan), and secretary (Safuh al-Samman)—
three typical upper-middle-class merchants®—as well as several of its directors are
closely linked to the movement. It is telling that, following the election, the UCA-D
moved its headquarters next door to al-Rifai’s Zayd bin Thabit mosque, in a building it
now shares with the offices of the Hifz al-Ni‘ma project.

At the end of the 1990s, the UCA-D launched its own large-scale, self-managed
projects—Sunduq al-‘Afiya (Health Fund, 1997), which covers surgical operation ex-
penditures, and Sunduq al-Mawadda wa-1-Rahma (1999), which subsidizes marriages.
Between 1997 and June 2007, the former gathered S£953 million (around $21 million),
which allowed it to finance about 60,000 surgical operations for 29,823 people, and
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the latter collected S£75 million ($1.6 million) for 2,000 young couples.>® In 2005, the
UCA-D also launched a project for a large hospital, which is now under construction
next to the Midan bridge in southern Damascus.

As areligious network, Zayd has not spread to any of the country’s other major cities,
a result of political restrictions on the part of the regime and, just as important, of the
strength of local identities among Syrian clerics.” However, its charitable projects as
well as that of the UCA-D have been exported as “franchises” outside the capital. For
instance, the Hifz al-Ni‘ma project in Hama is run by the local Charitable Association for
Social Care whereas Aleppo’s Sunduq al-‘Afiyya is patronized by Grand Mufti Ahmad
Hassun.*®

Although financing medical care is a common activity in charitable associations all
over the world, helping young people to marry may sound less familiar to Western read-
ers. In fact, the rationale behind it goes beyond humanitarian principles and has a strong
moralistic—religious dimension, as conveyed by the project’s Qur’an inspired name. In
the view of this conservative society, economic difficulties that delay marriage make
young people vulnerable to moral corruption in the form of premarital sex. Providing
the financial means by which young people can build a home and raise a family is thus
considered a particularly pious act.> A leaflet distributed in mosques to promote Sunduq
al-Mawadda wa-1-Rahma explains that the project aims at “building pious families and
protecting young men and women . ..through the elimination of their psychological
and moral problems.”®® This discourse echoes that of Sariya al-Rifa% who, during the
celebration of a disciple’s wedding, asked the crowd to “pray God so that He gives a
pious wife to every young man and a pious husband to every young woman in order to
make corruption disappear from the surface of the earth.”®!

Following a clientelist pattern, people already having contacts with the religious and
business personalities that constitute the backbone of Zayd’s projects are clearly favored
in their requests for financial help. Hifz al-Ni‘ma relies on the list of beneficiaries of forty
existing neighborhood associations and, like the UCA-D, “makes sure of their needs
whether through an inquiry that is carried out by the association that is the closest to
their living place or through their acquaintance with a well-known business personality
or a member of the board.” Likewise, young people asking for marriage grants must
present a good-morals certificate signed by “a religious scholar or a notable.”? It is
interesting that the official policy of Ifaf (Making Chaste), a similar project launched
in 2005 by the Dar al-Iman association,% gives priority to “holders of high academic
diplomas.”®*

Whereas distribution-oriented charitable projects target deprived Sunni Damascenes,
marriage-financing initiatives seem to favor middle-class graduates, the core con-
stituency of the city’s leading Islamic groups. Both cases illustrate that the importance
of Islamic charities as welfare providers must not be apprehended in absolute terms,
because even tens of thousands of beneficiaries are not much in the face of Syria’s
poverty problem, but rather in relative ones, because associations are by far the main
source of private aid to the Sunni poor and lumpen intelligentsia of Damascus, two social
categories seen as key threats to political stability in the capital.

Nevertheless, because of political pressure, religious charitable associations must also
help people who do not belong to their traditional clientele. As a representative of the
UCA-D explains, “When the Ministry sends me a demand, I cannot refuse it or even wait
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for the case study to be carried out, and it is the same for numerous requests coming from
sides I prefer not to mention.”® Although this policy shows that the state is trying to
redeploy itself through private welfare organizations, it would be wrong to conclude that
Zayd’s associations have become mere “government-organized NGOs.” Indeed, official
pressures and monitoring cannot compensate for the absence of state control over these
associations’ social capital, which is provided by the ‘ulama’, nor can the state direct
where merchants donate their money.

SOCIAL CAPITAL AND THE FINANCING OF ISLAMIC CHARITIES

The rationale for cooperation between ‘ulama’ and businessmen is not hard to see, be-
cause the partners complement each other: while the latter provide financial backing and
management skills, the former bring social capital—that is, prestige, trust, and networks.
The outcome is also mutually beneficial for the two parties: entrepreneurs gain prestige
and connections, and the power and patronage of the religious institutions increase.
Recent electoral campaigns have provided telling examples of such trade-offs; when
speaking off the record, some candidates did little to hide the strategic nature of their
financial contribution to charitable organizations.®® Small and large entrepreneurs are
also rewarded symbolically for supporting these associations, which prompts invitations
to sit close to the shaykh during religious ceremonies and, more generally, maintains
their reputation of piety. Donations also improve a tarnished reputation, as illustrated by
a tycoon of the tourism sector who gave a S£44 million (close to $1 million) donation
to Hifz al-Ni‘ma, even though “it is well known,” a pious merchant asserted, that this
crony capitalist “does not pray.”¢’

Interpreting Syrian ‘ulama’-merchant cooperation as a purely opportunistic alliance
is misleading, however. As we have shown, the very concept of “alliance” is somewhat
inappropriate in view of the common social origin of the contemporary religious elite
and the merchant upper middle class. Shaykhs and tujjar are often linked by kinship
and neighborhood ties as well as by spiritual ones. In the words of U., a pious engineer
running a small import—export office and a backer of Zayd’s charitable projects, “the
two main values of Damascene society are the following: to have money and to have a
shaykh.”68

Such personal religious links have a direct impact on the financing of Islamic charities.
Whereas big businessmen (and electoral candidates) maximize public-relations gains by
backing several of the main religious associations, smaller entrepreneurs are more likely
to follow their shaykh’s instructions and finance a single organization. For this latter
category of benefactors, religion—not only reputation—matters. This makes Muslim
scholars’ prestige and charisma the key factors in the success of Islamic charities.

The most popular ‘ulama’ can count on myriad highly devoted small and middle
businessmen whose aggregate capital resources are impressive and whose constant
support guarantees stable incomes and political autonomy. One such shaykh is Ratib
al-Nabulsi, whose immensely popular radio program has earned him wide financial
support from the private sector since the middle of the current decade. Although this
money benefits formal charitable projects, it is also redistributed in an informal and
clientelist manner: the shaykh is famous for handing out small amounts of cash to
people after his lessons in the mosque.®’
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Al-Nabulsi’s example of private-sector support built on sudden fame is a rather ex-
ceptional one. For other Muslim scholars, the possibility of drawing on a large pool of
entrepreneurs is the fruit of decades of grassroots proselytizing. Such patient work in
da‘wa (Islamic call) is the fundamental cause of the Zayd movement’s present hege-
mony over Damascus’s charitable sector. Although this domination would have been
impossible without the regime’s consent, authorities had little alternative. Historically,
relations between the Ba‘thist state and the movement have been difficult, to say the least.
However, even rival religious leaders acknowledge that Zayd’s social base includes a vast
network of shopkeepers and middle businessmen that has no equivalent in Damascus
and that is indispensable for establishing any effective charitable project at the city level.

For Zayd, the financial support of the local private sector is not only a necessity
but also a source of pride and a matter of doctrine. Indeed, before his death, ‘Abd al-
Karim al-Rifa‘ reportedly enjoined his successors to ensure the independence of the
movement by refusing any state or foreign funding and accepting only donations from
Syrian merchants.”® During his lifetime, he worked tirelessly to lay the foundations of
this economic autonomy.

The shaykhs of the nahda period not only founded formal associations and schools
but also informal structures (jamda‘ar) that constituted their less visible but actual power
base. Like the better known jama“at that appeared during the interwar period in India
(Tabligh), Turkey (Nurcu), and Egypt (Muslim Brothers), the Syrian ones resembled
Sufi brotherhoods in organization because their hierarchy relied on the master—disciple
relationship. Yet they stood out from traditional brotherhoods by a definite sense of
social mission: in a time of rising Western cultural influence, the jama‘at were actively
working for da‘wa to bring Muslims back to the path of Islam.

In Damascus, the jama‘at founded by shaykhs like Hasan Habannaka and Salih al-
Farfur were mostly composed of scholars because their purpose was to train the future
religious elite. In contrast, ‘Abd al-Karim al-Rifa‘i’s jama‘at aimed to provide the whole
society with a sound Islamic education, including Qur’anic memorization classes, basic
religious sciences, and Sufi spirituality.”! Lay-movement Zayd had much wider appeal
than the “clerical” jamd‘at. Through an active policy of mosque building that was backed
by his merchant following, al-Rifa‘ set up the largest network of places of worship in
the capital. By the 1970s, this network covered both traditional and new, well-off city
neighborhoods. In all these mosques, the shaykh inspired multilevel study groups adapted
to “workers” (mainly merchants) and students (sons of the traditional and new middle
classes). He strongly encouraged his young disciples to engage in secular higher studies
so that, as physicians or engineers, they would be models of piety in a society threatened
by “atheism.””?

The situation differs little today. Although well-educated middle-class young people
constitute the bulk of Zayd’s following, special courses are still organized for merchants.
Every day after the dawn prayer, Shaykh Osama al-Rifa‘i (‘Abd al-Karim’s eldest son)
gives a lesson in his mosque’s basement, recently fitted out like university classrooms.
Reserved for the elite of Zayd’s followers, the lesson draws about 200 people, most
of them movement shaykhs and devoted merchants.”> Similar examples of daily, in-
timate contacts between Zayd’s leaders and the (wealthy) faithful could be given for
every mosque run by the movement, from courses on the jurisprudence of commercial
transactions to seminars on Islamic banking.
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[lustrating the symbiosis between Zayd and the private sector was the mawlid or-
ganized by merchants of the Bab Srije suq in early April 2007. Located next to the
Zayd bin Thabit mosque, Bab Srije was the very first stronghold of ‘Abd al-Karim
al-Rifa‘i’s movement in the 1950s. The celebration took place in a street illuminated by
fairy lights and covered with streamers and flags in praise of the Prophet. Hundreds of
local shopkeepers sat on plastic chairs watching hymn singers and dervishes whirling
in front of the stage. Standing in the spotlight, Shaykh Sariya al-Rifa‘i addressed the
audience with a speech praising the values of the “Muslim merchant,” a frequent topic
in his discourse:

O People of this neighborhood! O merchants of this neighborhood! . . . God is the one who plants
the love of things in your heart, so that you love money, work, and take care of your family. On
the other hand, if you become an ascetic in this world, if you quit working, if you give up the love
of money, if you stay in the mosque, do you think you will be rewarded? . .. In no way, my dear
brothers! In fact, it is when you work in the suq that you worship God, provided that you abide
by the rules of shari‘a.”*

Our fieldwork observations suggest that Zayd’s growing charitable role does not
change the distinctly middle bourgeois character of its following. This is not surprising:
as Janine Clark accurately puts it, charities are more of a raison d’étre for middle-class
networks than a means to recruit the poor into Islamic movements. At best, Hifz al-
Ni‘ma and its likes may have expanded the group’s working-class clientele, but Zayd’s
clerics are far from turning into populist preachers. Probably attentive to the opinion of
his merchant supporters, Sariya al-Rifa‘i often derides the “profiteers” among the city’s
beggars and vows to replace distribution-oriented charities with a “workfare” system.”

Zayd’s popularity among conservative Sunni Damascenes also has a political dimen-
sion because in the public’s view its leaders maintain a safe distance from the regime.
Since the beginning of the current decade, however, authorities have tried to get into the
movement’s good graces by giving it freer rein, not least in the charitable realm. As a
result, Zayd’s political behavior has become somewhat ambiguous.

AMBIGUOUS RELATIONS WITH THE REGIME

During the last few years, Zayd has engaged in a delicate balancing act. As political
and administrative restrictions soften, the movement must maintain antiestablishment
credentials accumulated through a stormy history. The difference between Zayd and
proregime groups such as the Kaftariyya is not a matter of religious doctrine because
both belong to the Syrian mainstream of Islam defined by Ash‘ari theology, observance
of one of the four Sunni schools of law (in this case Shafi‘i), and Sufism. It is rather a
problem of political stance and, above all, historical record.

Since its emergence in the 1950s, Zayd’s middle-class organization has always be-
haved as a social movement dedicated to education rather than direct political action, an
approach similar to that of the Turkish Nurcu groups.’® However, it has also displayed
an obvious awareness of (and interest in) the ideas of contemporary Islamist thinkers
like Mustafa al-Siba€, the first leader of the Syrian Muslim Brothers, and Abu al-Ala
Mawdudi, founder of the Pakistani Jamaat-e-Islami.”’
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During the Islamic awakening of the 1970s, Zayd’s large mosque network and focus
on young, educated middle-class Syrians put it in a good position to attract parts of
the following of the banned Muslim Brothers. Despite al-Rifai’s death in 1973, the
movement had become the city’s largest religious organization when, near the end of the
decade, militant Islamists began to clash with the security apparatus. Although Zayd’s
leaders refrained from taking a stance in the conflict, armed groups recruited some of
their young adepts. This eventually forced the movement’s leading figures, including
al-Rifai’s two sons, Osama and Sariya, into exile in Saudi Arabia. From 1981 to the
mid-1990s, Zayd’s activities were almost completely frozen. Yet the network survived
in Damascus thanks to older and second-rank leaders who were allowed to stay.

Along with several other exiled ‘ulama’, al-Rifa‘i’s sons came back in the mid-1990s
in a context of limited political decompression.”® The movement slowly regained its
strength, and at the beginning of the current decade, the postsuccession regime started to
give it freer rein in order to widen support among significant parts of the capital’s pious
bourgeoisie and clerical circles beyond traditional allies such as the Kaftaru network
and Sa‘id Ramadan al-Buti.

In 2002, Bashar al-Asad privately visited Shaykh Osama al-Rifa‘i, Zayd’s highest
spiritual authority.”® This gesture of respect was significant because the president tra-
ditionally limits himself to receiving ‘ulama’ in his palace or meeting them during
public celebrations. In practical terms, Zayd has obtained the agreement of the Ministry
of Religious Endowments (awqayf) to raise funds for its charitable projects at the exit
of Friday prayer.®? The movement also reportedly managed to gain control over new
mosques, replacing their previous staffs, a move that could only be accomplished with the
authorities’ help.8! Zayd’s members who have made their way to midlevel administrative
positions include Haytham al-Idlibi, national director of the Hafiz al-Assad Institute for
the Memorization of the Qur’an, and Ziyad Musalli, appointed in 2008 as director of
religious endowments in the Damascus Countryside province.®?

To date, however, hopes of a full, Kaftaru-like cooptation have been misplaced,
because the state’s favors have not succeeded in turning Zayd into a mouthpiece of the
regime. The regime’s goodwill has not prevented the al-Rifa‘i brothers from challenging
two requirements usually imposed on state-supported religious actors: to refrain from
cross-sector attacks against secular rivals and to constantly display signs of deference
to the president. In fact, Osama and Sariya al-Rifa‘i have not hesitated to publicly vilify
articles by secular-minded journalists of the official daily Al-Thawra (The Revolution)
whether from their minbar or in the pages of the Ministry of Religious Endowments’
journal.®3 On two occasions, the security apparatus even bowed to Osama al-Rifa%’s
(and al-Buti’s) demands to move against the secular trend, seizing an anti-hijab book
in the country’s bookshops in November 2005 and withdrawing authorizations for two
feminist associations (including one linked to a proregime branch of the Communist
Party) in early 2007.%4

Moreover, Zayd’s improved relations with the regime did not turn into open support.
Its leaders’ public attitude toward the state leadership has remained somewhat lukewarm.
For instance, some of Zayd’s Friday preachers do not ask their audience to invoke God for
“our president, Bashar al-Asad” but rather use euphemistic expressions like “the holders
of rights upon us.” In a similar vein, although the Kaftaru Academy organized a massive
celebration on the occasion of the president’s reelection in May 2007, Zayd leaders
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adopted a much lower profile during the “Yes” campaign. Beside the Zayd mosque, a
discreet banner bore the slogan “Yes to the first supporter of charitable work.” As for
Osama al-Rifa‘, he straightforwardly linked the national leadership’s legitimacy to the
embrace of an Islamic agenda. During a mawlid attended by several thousand people,
he said the following:

I must warn the leaders in our country . . . that their power . . . springs from the umma. Thus, since
this umma has come back to its religion. . . those leaders have no other choice but to reflect the
desire of their people and to raise the flag of Islam. Indeed, their [future] position depends on their
return to God . .. and to the desire of the umma. . . . If they don’t reflect this desire, they will lose
their credibility and in the end, they will lose everything in this world. . .and God will replace
them with better people.®

EPILOGUE

In August 2008, the recently appointed minister of religious endowments, Muhammad
‘Abd al-Sattar al-Sayyid, announced the end of “the era of anarchy,” hinting at an
authoritarian turn in the regime’s religious policy. Projected measures strengthened the
state’s control over Islamic teaching in the country and targeted charitable activities
by forbidding mosques from holding mawa’id al-rahman (tables of the merciful, that
is, public fast breaking where food is provided for the poor).%® On 27 September, a
car bombing that killed seventeen in a Damascus suburb provided the ministry with
the excuse to widen the scope of its plan by imposing complete ministerial control
over private shari‘a institutes and dismissing the country’s Muslim clerics, including
Sariya and Osama al-Rifa‘i, from charitable associations’ boards of directors. Authorities
chose substitutes from three-candidate lists that each concerned ‘alim was asked to
provide.3” Although the president received a delegation of Muslim scholars protesting
these measures, it quickly appeared that the “ministerial” decision in fact emanated from
the Ba‘th Party’s National Security Bureau and was thus virtually irrevocable.
Although the causes of this sudden change on the part of the regime are not clear, it has
been facilitated by the improvement of Syria’s international position in 2008, notably,
with Hizbullah’s military takeover of West Beirut in May, Bashar al-Asad’s official visit
to Paris in July, and signs of a coming resumption of the dialogue with the United
States. Bolstered by its progress on the international arena, the regime appears to feel
strong enough to withdraw some of its earlier concessions to the ‘ulama’, demonstrating
that the regime has never been at ease with Muslim scholars’ expanding role in the
private welfare sector. That dismissed clerics were allowed to suggest the names of
their substitutes, however, suggests that authorities remain concerned not to irreparably
damage the symbolic capital charities need to raise funds. Whether the private sector
will be as willing to contribute to charitable associations as before remains to be seen.

CONCLUSION

The Syrian regime is often depicted as an all-powerful force that manipulates compliant
social actors and suppresses restive ones. In contrast, our article shows that the Ba‘thist
leadership, in its bid to perpetuate itself, draws on the help of domestic partners it has
chosen rather unwillingly.
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Strained by population growth and inefficient economic structures, the regime has
tolerated the expansion of the private welfare sector from the late 1990s on. Parallel to
this process, the state’s quest for domestic legitimacy has led it to improve its relations
with some of the more popular religious forces that had been targeted by the early
1980s state repression. The combination of these two dynamics resulted in the Zayd
movement’s control of Damascus’s most powerful charities. Despite Zayd’s background
of strained relations with the state as well as its leaders’ continuous rebellious posture,
the group’s incomparable hold on the Damascene pious bourgeoisie left decision makers
with no credible private welfare alternative. This is the paradox behind the government’s
quiet acceptance of the “charitable empire” run by Zayd.

Despite accounts of political meddling in the choice of the associations’ beneficiaries,
the expansion of Zayd’s charitable activities cannot be seen as a mere extension of the
reach of the state. The Syrian leadership certainly tries to co-opt Zayd (as illustrated by
the 2002 presidential visit to Osama al-Rifa‘i), but the movement does not allow itself
to be drawn too far in this direction and continues to display a politically independent
stance. Indeed, Muslim scholars must act very cautiously when exploiting administra-
tive and political privileges obtained in exchange for their contribution to social stability
to avoid appearing to be “in bed” with the regime—two conflicting constraints we
identified as the cause of Zayd’s ambiguous political attitude. Yet the state adminis-
tration has continued to facilitate the movement’s welfare activities during most of the
last decade, encouraging de facto the growing influence of an independent religious
actor.

As far as we can judge, the government policy tightening of October 2008 was limited
because the ‘ulama’ dismissed from the charity boards have been allowed to propose
their substitutes, thus maintaining an indirect control over the associations. Moreover,
Zayd-linked but businessmen-led organizations such as the UCA-D seem untouched by
these measures.

The ability to provide efficient welfare services is often used to explain the popularity
of Islamic movements. In this article we have turned this argument on its head by
suggesting that Zayd’s following should be seen as the source rather than the result of
its success in charitable activities. Zayd’s wide middle-class constituency stems from
the movement’s conception of da‘wa. Where other religious institutions concentrated
on training future ‘ulama’, Zayd targeted laypeople and privileged popular education.
Through decades of mosque building and patient grassroots proselytizing, the movement
has built a social base that is unique in Damascus. Without this submerged part of Zayd’s
activities (its day-to-day work for da‘wa), the more visible part (rapid expansion of
charitable activities) would not be conceivable in Syria.

There are thus clear limits to the strategy of “authoritarian upgrading” in Syria. The
Ba‘th regime does not possess the material and symbolic resources that could make
development of private welfare politically risk free by allowing for direct state control
over the social dynamics underpinning charitable activities. The private sector’s most
reliable sources of funding are small- and medium-sized, noncrony entrepreneurs. These
businessmen predominantly give their money to Muslim scholars whose popularity
derives from their independent political stance as well as from more strictly religious
causes. The most efficient private welfare providers, in other words, are those over whom
the government has the least political control.
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The development of private welfare also strengthens the position of charitable asso-
ciations’ leaders vis-a-vis the state, provided those leaders—as in Zayd’s case—draw
their funding from a large popular base that limits the possibilities of instrumentalization
by the regime. The wider impact of this process is ambivalent: it stabilizes the unsteady
Syrian authoritarian system by alleviating its religious legitimacy problem as well as
by absorbing poverty-related tensions in a politically critical social segment but brings
unreliable elements into the state-supporting elite coalition.

The rise of the Zayd movement does not mean that the Syrian state is “going Islamic”
or that a significant change in the balance of power is coming. It points, more simply,
to the fact that the regime has widened its support to include a religious force whose
large popular and economic base allows it to deal with the authorities on the basis of a
partnership rather than a patron—client relationship.
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