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| approach this topic as an American-born scholar, who has expertise in the
history of Islam and politics in the Middle East and North Africa, focusing on
such areas as Islamism, liberal Islam, and religious minorities in the Middle
East and North Africa. | have spent extended periods of time conducting
research in various parts of the Middle East.

HISTORICAL BACKGROUND OF SYRIA’S CONSTITUTIONS

In trying to understand Syria’s most recent constitution, which is the
constitution of 2012, it would be helpful to analyze some of the history which
preceded it. The history which is presented in this paper is a summary, and as
such includes some information while excluding other information.

One of the many subregions within the Middle East and North Africa, which
was ruled by the Ottoman Empire, was the subregion which eventually came to
be the modern nation-state of Syria.! The Ottomans ruled the subregion of
Syria from approximately 1516 until the end of World War | in 1918, which
was the year that Syria and a few other subregions within the Middle East and
North Africa came under French and British rule as a result of the 1916 Sykes-
Picot agreement and other related agreements, which the French and British
secretly established with each other during World War 1.2

As part of the tanzimat reforms that took place in the Ottoman Empire
between 1839 and 1876, which in many respects constituted an attempt to
modernize that Empire’s laws and related practices, the Ottomans permitted
the people living within the subregion of the Ottoman Empire, which included
what was to become Syria, to have a written constitution. This constitution
provided the subregion, which included what was to become Syria, an
administrative council of elected and appointed officials, as well as municipal
councils, whose members were chosen by religious leaders.?

After the French made Syria one of their colonies in the Middle East and
North Africa, in the aftermath of World War |, there was, within the subregion
of Syria, a period of approximately fifty years of constitutional instability,
characterized by the relatively frequent adoption, suspension, and restoration
of approximately fifteen different constitutional charters. In 1930, France, as
the colonial power, drafted a constitution for the subregion of Syria, which
was modelled on that of the French Third Republic. This constitution, which
provided for a president and a unicameral legislature, was suspended two
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months after it was first implemented, and Syria’s parliament was dissolved. In
1943, that constitution was restored and remained Syria’s basic law even after
Syria gained independence from France in 1946. In 1949, that constitution
was suspended and replaced by a new one that was promulgated in 1950. This
constitution expanded a bill of rights and included articles related to land and
education. That document was, however, dissolved in 1951 following a military
coup, which resulted in another constitution. The 1953 constitution mandated
that instead of the President being elected by the parliament, she or he would
be elected by a direct popular vote. However, the 1950 constitution was
restored in 1954 after yet another coup. Syria’s attempt in 1958 to join, with
Egypt, in the United Arab Republic (UAR), effectively suspended that
constitutional framework.*

When an army coup brought that period to an end in 1961, the 1950
constitution was again restored. In 1964, a constitutional referendum
approved a provisional charter, which was immediately suspended when a new
group of military leaders from Syria’s Baath Party staged another coup,
suspended the 1964 constitution, and established a regional command in
which all of the executive and legislative powers were concentrated. In 1966,
the Baath Party was taken over by a wing which had not held the center of
power, and this wing produced a new constitution in 1969. The party split in
1970 when a group of Baath Party members under General Hafiz al-Assad
came to power. Assad was elected as the new president of Syria in 1971, and
on March 14, 1973 he promulgated a different constitution, which is often
called the Constitution of 1973.5

There are many reasons for the frequent adoption, suspension, and
restoration of constitutional charters in the subregion which was to become
the nation-state of Syria from the period directly after World War |, when
Syria became a French colony, until the establishment of Syria’s constitution of
1973. Some of these reasons include:

1. attempts to adapt aspects of older Ottoman laws to the new modern
Syrian context, even though the contexts within which some of those Ottoman
laws were established predated the modern period,;

2. the pressures which were placed on Syria by the French colonialists in
the sense that those colonialists’ perceptions of laws and their application were
rooted more in the French colonialists’ understandings of the West than their
understandings of Syria and the Middle East;

3. Syria’s frequent military coups and political transformations, each of
which instituted significant changes in Syria through attempts by each set of
leaders to legitimize their governance;

4. the different ethnic and religious groups within Syria (including Alawites,
Arabs, Armenians, Assyrians, Kurds, Turkomans, Christians, Druze, Ismailis,
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Sunnis, and Shias, to name a few) and the desire on the part of such groups to
either protect themselves and/or to expand their influence within Syria and its
political structures;

5. the pressures which have been placed on Syria as a result of the Israeli-
Palestinian conflict and the historic influx of Palestinians into Syria;

6. the hardships which have been placed on Syria as one of several
countries where the Cold War conflicts between the USA, on the one hand,
and the Soviet Union (and subsequently Russia), on the other, manifested
themselves historically and have continued to do so in the midst of Syria’s civil
war;

7. the transformation of Baathism from a secular political movement, which
aspired to create unity in Syria and many other parts of the Arab world, to a
tool used by the Assad family in order to increase their authority and control
within Syria; and

8. a history of turmoil in Syria’s parliamentary life, which resulted in both
suspensions of the constitution and the rise of authoritarianism in Syria.®

In the context of this tumultous history, the Constitution of 1973 was
drafted under the guidance of Hafiz al-Assad and, like other constitutions in
the Arab world and certain other parts of the Middle East and North Africa,
has a nationalist and socialist character, which, while in theory projecting itself
as espousing democracy and freedom, in practice, affirmed Assad’s
authoritarian rule. While that constitution states “that the religion of the
president of the republic of Syria has to be Islam”” and that “Islamic
jurisprudence is a main source of legislation for the country,”® a number of
aspects of that constitution also reflect a strongly Arab and secularist
character, which manifest, among other influences, those of the Arab
secularist socialist intellectuals Michel Aflaq (a Christian), Salah al-Din al-Bitar
(a Sunni Muslim), and other secular Arab intellectuals who established the
Baath Party, which became a formal party at the time of Syrian independence
in 1946.° In addition, the 1973 constitution conveys a secular pan-Arab
consciousness, which was manifested in many ways during various periods in
the twentieth century, including the period of the UAR, which lasted from
1958 until 1961.1°

In terms of the aspects of Syria’s constitution which are secular and pan-
Arab, an early portion of the 1973 constitution emphasizes five principles that
stress the unity of the Arab world. The first of these principles states that the
Syrian revolution {(meaning by implication the “Corrective Revolution” in 1970
that brought Hafiz al-Assad to power) was part of a larger Arab revolution.”
The second principle states that any threats to an Arab nation are threats to
the Arab world as a whole. The third principle commits Syria to the fight
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against Zionism and imperialism, reflecting that nation’s religious and
historical heritage. The fourth principle states that freedom is a sacred right
and democracy is an ideal form of government. The fifth and final principle
states that the Arab revolution is part of a global movement, not an isolated
phenomenon.” It also divides power between the President, the Prime
Minister, the legislature, and the courts.

THE 2012 CONSTITUTION

With respect to the Constitution of 2012, in October of 2011, which was
approximately seven months after the beginning of Syria’s civil war, a
committee, which was established by Bashar al-Assad, began work on that
constitution, which was issued on February 15, 2012 and was approved in a
referendum on February 26, 2012."* That committee had been called into
existence and the 2012 constitution had been implemented after extensive
pressure was placed on Assad’s government from pro-democracy activists who
were operating long before and during Syria’s civil war.”®

One of the most significant results of these pro-democracy groups’ actions
was that the 2012 constitution omitted the 1973 constitution's reference to the
Baath Party as the “leader of the nation and society” and the 2012 constitution
opened the door to other more-or-less legal political parties in Syria, in
addition to the Baath Party."® One result of this opening in the new constitution
was the fact that in Syria’s presidential election, which took place on
June 3, 2014, there were two candidates in addition to Bashar al-Assad, one of
whom was Hassan al-Nouri, US-educated businessman,"” who represented the
party named the “National Initiative for Administration and Change in Syria.”
The other candidate was Maher Hajjar, a member of the Syrian Communist
Party and of Syria’s Parliament,'® who ran for Syria’s presidency as an
independent.'”” While it seems that Assad and the Baath Party played a
significant role in influencing who Assad’s opponents would be, those elections
constituted one manifestation of the new constitution’s and Assad’s limited
openness to opponents of the Baath Party running in elections. Yet, even
though Assad ran against limited opposition in that election, any changes that
may be manifested in the 2012 constitution are largely superficial in that, in
reality, freedoms in Syria seem to be as limited under the new constitution as
they had been under the previous constitution.

Other than the fact that Syria’s 2012 constitution states that (1) the religion
of the president of the republic of Syria has to be Islam and (2) Islamic
jurisprudence is a main source of legislation for that country,” | could not find
evidence to indicate that the Syrian constitution or laws place limits on offices
to which Syrians can be elected or appointed based on their religion, ethnicity,
language, and/or minority status. However, the two above statements related
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to Islam in Syria’s constitution and the fact that Syria is a majority-Muslim
country could place de facto limits on political offices to which minorities in
Syria could be elected or appointed.”!

With respect to the related matter of military conscription, Syria’s 2012
constitution states, “1. Compulsory military service shall be a sacred duty and
is regulated by law;” and “2. Defending the territorial integrity of the
homeland and maintaining the secrets of state shall be a duty of every
citizen.”? Military service is mandatory for all Syrian males over the age of
eighteen;® they are required to serve for eighteen months, except for men
who have not completed the fifth grade, who are required to perform twenty-
one months of service.? There are also stipulations in Syrian law related to
postponements and exemptions from military service related to whether one is
undertaking postsecondary studies, is living abroad, has a deceased father,
and/or has one or more brothers who serve in the Syrian military, for
example.” Except for the fact that “Syrians (including U.S. citizens of either
Syrian or Palestinian origin) [who are] born outside of Syria and residing
abroad until the age of 18” can receive an exemption from military service for
a fee,?® | could not find any information indicating that there are limits and/or
constraints with respect to military service or promotion within the military
based on an individual’s ethnoreligious background. At the same time, in view
of the fact that Kurdish-dominated regions of Syria separated themselves from
Syrian-government control after Syria’s civil war began in 2011, since 2014
Kurdish males living in those areas have been required to serve as conscripts
in the YPG (“Yekineyen Parastina Gel” in Kurdish, which means “People’s
Protection Units”), which is the military arm of the Kurdish Democratic Union
Party (PYD).”

| would like to make a few additional observations about the constitutions of
1973 and 2012. First, the term “Arab” appears sixty-two times in the
constitution of 1973, while the terms “Arab,” “Arabism,” and “Arabic” appear
thirty-two times in the constitution of 2012.2% In both constitutions, the term
“Arab” and related words can, on the one hand, be positive, for Armenians
and other religious minorities in Syria, while, on the other hand, it can also be
negative for Armenians in Syria. On the positive side, although Armenians are
definitely not Arabs, there have been times when Armenians living in Arab
countries have, either directly or indirectly, benefited from legal and cultural
emphasis on Arab identity, in the sense that this emphasis has at times tended
to emphasize the secular aspects of Arab societies. Because Armenians are
Christians, they have benefited from the secular aspect of assertions of Arab
identity in the sense that it has given Armenians more freedom religiously and
in other respects than the kind of emphasis on Islamic law which Sunni
Islamist groups such as the Islamic State of Iraq and Syria (ISIS)*® and related

245



groups espouse. While Arabs’ assertions of Arab identity, in and of
themselves, may not necessarily benefit Armenians, the secular laws and
practices, which are often associated with assertions of Arab identity, can
indirectly benefit Armenians.

On the negative side, whenever Arab identity is asserted as an emphatic
ethnic and cultural category, which excludes and even perpetrates hostility
against non-Arabs, this can pose a great danger to the lives and futures of
Armenians. Thus, this kind of nuanced understanding of Arabism and Pan-
Arabism can be helpful to Armenians and other ethnic and religious minorities
in the Middle East, because of the extent to which these minorities can
influence the ways which Arabism and Pan-Arabism are expressed. Armenians
and other ethnic and religious minorities benefit most from its expressions
which are secular and inclusive of non-Arabs.*

In a second and related matter, in both the 1973 and 2012 constitutions,
the term Islam and related words can, under certain circumstances, be
positive or negative for Armenians and other religious minorities in Syria. In
the 1973 constitution, the terms Islam or Islamic are mentioned two times.®' In
the 2012 constitution of Syria, the terms “Islam” or “Islamic” are also
mentioned two times.®> In this context, both constitutions state that the
“religion of the President of the Republic [of Syria] must be Islam” and that
“Islamic jurisprudence is a main source of legislation.”*® In my view, the fact
that the President of Syria must be a Muslim is not necessarily harmful to
Armenians, non-Armenian Christians, and other religious minorities in Syria
as long as that President and his government administer the country in such a
manner as to truly guarantee religious freedom and the governmental
protection of Christians, including Armenians, in Syria, for example.

In this regard, Syria’s Baath Party has had a dominant role in Syria’s
political life since at least 1963, when Amin al-Hafiz, who was a member of the
Baath Party, became Syria’s President.® Every Syrian President since that
time, including Bashar al-Assad, has been a member of the Baath Party.® In
this vein, while after Syria’s parliamentary election in 2012 certain other
parties (such as the Socialist Unionists, two different factions of the
Communist Party of Syria, the National Vow Movement, and the Arab Socialist
Union, all of which are members of the Baath Party’s coalition) have held a
small number of seats in the People's Council of Syria, which is the name of
Syria’s parliament, the majority of seats have been won by the Baath Party.>®
Thus, while minority political parties, virtually all of which are secular, may
have a small amount of influence in Syria’s political life, | could not find any
evidence that any seats in the People’s Council of Syria are specifically
reserved for religious, ethnic, and/or linguistic minorities, nor could | find any
information about the ethnic, political, and religious affiliations of the
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members of that Council. At the same time, the following table contains
helpful information related to election results from what were the most recent
elections to the People’s Council of Syria, at the time this paper was written.

April 13, 2016 People’s Council of Syria Election Results®

Political Group Total of seats
Baath Arab Party 172
Independents 62

Syrian Social Nationalist Party

Syrian Communist Party

Socialist Unionists

Socialist Union Party

Haraka al-ahd al-watani (National Vow Movement)

= (NN BN

Distribution of seats according to sex
Men 217
Women 33
Percent of women 13.20%

With respect to Syria’s 2012 Constitution, that country’s diverse
ethnoreligious weave seems to have had an impact on that constitution in a few
different ways, including its emphasis on democratic principles. For example,
the introduction of that constitution states:

The completion of this Constitution is the culmination of the people's
struggle on the road to freedom and democracy. It is a real embodiment of
achievements, a response to shifts and changes, evidence of organizing the
march of the state towards the future, a regulator of the movement of its
institutions and a source of legislation. All of this is attainable through a
system of fundamental principles that enshrines independence, sovereignty
and the rule of the people based on election, political and party pluralism
and the protection of national unity, cultural diversity, public freedoms,
human rights, social justice, equality, equal opportunities, citizenship and
the rule of law, where society and the citizen are the objective and purpose
to which every national effort is dedicated. Preserving the dignity of society
and the citizen is an indicator of the civilization of the country and the
prestige of the state.®®

The 2012 constitution’s emphasis on Islam, on the one hand, and its
emphasis on inclusion and democracy, on the other, are manifestations of
Syria’s diverse ethnoreligious weave. At the same time, there is an
asymmetrical plurality in Syria’s laws and constitutions in the sense that those
entities give a privileged position to Islam, on the one hand, while attempting
to affirm democracy and inclusion, on the other.*
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THE KURDS

Within this milieu, the Kurds in Syria hold a unique, yet somewhat
marginalized status.”> While a majority of the Kurds in Syria are Muslims,
Syrian political leaders have been deeply suspicious of the desire, which many
Kurds have, to establish an independent state. Syrian governments have
utilized a variety of policies in their attempts to marginalize Kurds and block
them from establishing an independent state.” In this effort, in 1962 the
Syrian government undertook a census in Jazira province in north eastern
Syria, where there is a high Kurdish population, in view of the Syrian
government’s concern that non-Syrian Kurds had immigrated illegally into
Syria from Turkey. Kurds who were in Syria had to prove that they had lived
in Syria since at least 1945. As a result of that 1962 census, approximately
120,000 Kurds who were living in Syria were deemed by the Syrian
government as not qualifying for Syrian citizenship. Then, in 1963, the Syrian
government began pursuing a policy which encouraged Arabs to resettle in
areas where large numbers of Kurds had traditionally lived and to create an
“Arab belt” in order to separate the Kurds in Syria from the Kurds in Turkey
for the purpose of suppressing Kurdish nationalism.*?

In the early 1970s, the Syrian government began undertaking a
resettlement plan in Jazira province, which involved establishing model farms
and villages populated by Arabs. The Syrian government transferred the lands
on which it built the model farms from Kurdish owners to Arab owners, with
the justification that the Kurds from whom the lands were being transferred
had not proved their Syrian citizenship and/or residency in accordance with
government policies under the 1962 census.® In 1975, the Syrian government
resettled an estimated four thousand Arab families whose lands had been
submerged by the construction of the Tabga dam on the Euphrates into forty-
one model farms within Syria’s Kurdish region. The Syrian government
suspended the Arab belt project in 1976 but did not dismantle the model
villages nor return ownership of the land to the Kurds.*

At the same time, various Syrian presidential administrations have
attempted to repress Kurdish identity by restricting the use of the Kurdish
language in public, in schools, and in workplaces; these administrations have
also banned Kurdish-language publications and prohibited celebrations of
Kurdish festivites such as Nowruz, which is the traditional Kurdish New Year.
The Syrian government’s restrictions on the Kurdish language “stand in
contrast to Syria’s treatment of its other non-Arab minorities, such as the
Armenians and Assyrians, who are allowed to have private schools, clubs, and
cultural associations, where their respective languages are taught.”* In 1967,
school geography texts in Syria excluded references to Kurds in Syria, and
“government registry officials began pressuring Kurds not to give their
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children Kurdish first names.”*® The Syrian government “also renamed
Kurdish regions and villages to give them an Arab identity, many through an
administrative ordinance in 1977.”% Within this context, because Armenians in
Syria have not had political aspirations and demands, they have not
antagonized or been looked upon with suspicion by the Syrian government,
unlike the Kurds, who have been oppressed by various Syrian
administrations.*® At the same time, Christians in Syria, including Armenians,
have a tendency to support Syria’s secular government for several reasons,
including the fact that those Christians view the government as a potential
safeguard against Sunni Muslim dominance.*

FAMILY LAW AND RELATED MATTERS

In this context, it is worth considering family law, marriage and divorce
law, bequest and inheritance law (all of which are typically put under the
category of “personal status law”) as they relate to Armenians and other
minorities in Syria.>® In view of the fact that Syria is a secular state, where
different Syrians are affiliated with different religions, the Syrian parliament
has provided for specialized court systems for major religious communities in
Syria in order to try cases related to personal status laws.”" Two such courts
are Islamic courts (also known as “Sharia courts”), which hear cases involving
personal status, family and inheritance disputes among Syrian Muslims and
non-Syrian Muslim, who adhere to personal status laws in their own
countries.> Spiritual courts (also known as “ruhiyya courts”) settle cases and
other difficulties related to personal status for Christians who belong to
different rites (or branches of Christianity). °* The five legally-recognized
Christian groups in Syria are Greek Orthodox, Syrian Orthodox, Armenian
Orthodox, Protestant (also known as “Evangelical” in countries such as Syria
and Lebanon), and Catholic.>* According to Razi Diab, the Catholics are
divided into Uniate churches which are Greek (Melkite), Syrian Catholic,
Armenian Catholic, Chaldean (Nestorian), and Maronite as well as the Latin
rite.> Diab states that most churches have a court of “first instance in every
diocese and an appeal court in the city where the seat of the Patriarch is
located.”>®

On June 18, 2006, President Bashar al-Assad issued Law Number 31, year
2006, based on what had been decided by the Syrian Parliament in its session
on June 13, 2006. Known as the “2006 Catholic Law of Personal Status”
(CLPS), it was published in the Syrian Official Gazette Number 26, first part,
July 2006.> This new law granted total autonomy to the Catholic Christian
community in matters of personal status.>® Article 280 of the new law, which is
No. 33, year 2006 expressly modified the Syrian Law of Personal Status
(SLPS) and stopped the application of the latter on Catholics in Syria. Article
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281 of Law Number 33, year 2006 gave Catholic courts the exclusive right to
look into matters related to the personal status of its members.>® That law
contained many innovations such as (1) granting equal inheritance rights to
women and men; (2) allowing adoption, which is not possible in Islam; and (3)
providing new rules for bequests and inheritance, among other matters.®°
According to Esther van Eijk, that 2006 law was considered revolutionary
because it “granted the Catholic courts full jurisdiction in all matters of
personal status.”®'

However, the “exceptional position of the Catholics vis-a-vis the other
Christian groups was subject to criticism.”®? In this vein, many non-Catholic
Christians, in particular, were discontented because the 2006 law, provided
Catholics with a certain level of autonomy which the non-Catholic Christians
did not have, thus creating discrimination between different Christian
communities in Syria.®3

As a result of this discontent about the 2006 law among non-Catholic
Christians, the Catholics’ distinctive status was changed, at the expense of the
Catholics, when an amendment was made on September 29, 2010 to Article
308 of the Syrian Law of Personal Status (SLPS).%* The second article of the
2010 amendment states that provisions of the Syriac Orthodox Personal Status
Law, Greek Orthodox Personal Status Law, and the Catholic Personal Status
Law, pertaining to matters of personal status “other than those listed in the
revised Article 308 are abrogated by the amendment.”® As a result, “the
amendment rendered a substantial part of the 2006 CLPS inoperative,” which
means that its special exceptions for Catholics with respect to “adoption, legal
guardianship, paternity (or descent), for example, are no longer applicable.”%¢
Due to this amendment, the Catholics again fall under the scope of Article 308
and thus are back within the competence of the Islamic Sharia courts, and the
Catholics can no longer rely on their own courts to resolve those matters as
was the case between June 18, 2006 and September 29, 2010.% In view of
these and other contradictions between the 2006 and 2010 amendments, the
status of the 2006 CLPS “remains unclear.”%®

In a related matter, the significance of the SLPS becomes especially
apparent when the jurisdictions of different religions intersect.®® According to
van Eijk, “When a non-Muslim woman marries a Muslim man, the SLPS will
be applicable; when a Druze woman marries a Sunni Muslim man, again the
SLPS will be applicable. A Christian or Jewish woman, that is, a woman who
belongs to the ahl al-kitab (the recognized monotheistic religions) can marry a
Muslim man, but it is not possible for a non-Muslim man to marry a Muslim
woman, [in view of the fact that] Article 48.2 of the SLPS states that a
marriage between a Muslim woman and a non-Muslim man is considered
invalid (batil).”®” If a non-Muslim man “wants to marry a Muslim woman, he
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must convert to Islam.”" A Christian or Jewish woman who marries a Muslim
man is not required to change her religion, but the children will be
automatically Muslim and the wife cannot inherit from her husband because
Article 264 sub B of the SLPS states that a non-Muslim cannot inherit from a
Muslim.””2 However, according to van Eijk, “when a woman converts to Islam
and the husband does not, the marriage will be considered invalid and will be
dissolved due to Article 48 paragraph 2.7 At the same time, “legally
impossible marriages (such as a marriage between a Muslim woman and a
Christian man) or socially unacceptable marriages can be circumvented by
contracting a civil marriage abroad” (in Cyprus, for example).”* One reason
that these provisions within the SLPS manifest pro-Muslim preferences and
contours is because they are strongly influenced by similar Ottoman laws,
which preceded them.”

In this vein, the Sharia courts, which implement the SLPS, function “as
national state courts and have full jurisdiction over all personal status matters
involving Muslims and limited exclusive jurisdiction with regard to proof of
paternity and legal guardianship over all Syrians, irrespective of their
religion.”’® According to van Eijk, “Syria’s plurality in family law is thus an
unbalanced or asymmetrical plurality because the SLPS and the Sharia courts
clearly enjoy the upper hand over the other laws and courts.””” This affects in
particular non-Muslim minorities, “most notably Christians, especially when
these jurisdictions intersect, for example in the event of interdenominational
or interreligious marriages or when one of the (Christian) spouses converts to
Islam....””® When a spouse converts to Islam “the SLPS becomes the
applicable law” and the Sharia courts “are considered the competent
courts.”” This also means that “when a non-Muslim father or mother converts
to Islam the religious identity of the converted parent automatically devolves
upon the children.”®® Consequently, the converted Muslim parent “can
demand full custody over the children and the Sharia courts have generally
granted such requests in favor of the Muslim parent.”® The supremacy of the
Muslim faith over other faiths, and with that the supremacy of the SLPS and
the Sharia courts over other laws and courts are a manifestation of the
asymmetrical plurality in Syria’s family law.®?

On the subject of cultural and linguistic rights with respect to religious and
ethnic minorities in Syria, although Arabic is the country’s official language,
the government permits the teaching of Armenian, Hebrew, Syriac, Aramaic,
and Chaldean as “liturgical languages.”®® At the same time, “all schools in
Syria are overseen by the [Syrian] government and are non-sectarian.”®
However, at least some Christians and Druze operate their schools in this
manner, which is consistent with the state’s curriculum.® At the same time,
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there is religious instruction in Syria’s schools with government-approved
teachers and curricula.®

CONCLUSION

Fortunately for Armenians and other Christians, the Islamic concept of ahl
al-kitab (which is based on moderate Islamic interpretations of Islam’s sacred
texts) and the related concept of dhimmi (or legally protected non-Muslim
minority group) have at specific periods in Islamic history protected Christians
and certain other non-Muslim minority groups, with, of course, numerous
horrifically tragic exceptions such as the Hamidian massacres (also known as
the Armenian Massacres of 1894 through 1896) and the Armenian genocide in
1915, when dhimmi status was a factor which worked to the enormous harm of
Armenians.%’

In sharp contrast to the moderate interpretations of Islamic sacred texts
and history which have, at certain times, provided a level of protection to
Christians in majority-Muslim contexts, it is the periods in history when
ostensibly secular governments, such as those of Hosni Mubarak and Abdel
Fattah al-Sisi in Egypt, ignore both secular and moderate Islamic principles,
which are intended to protect religious minorities, when Christians in such
contexts face enormous danger and harm.® Needless to say, with the rise and
apparently growing strength, in Iraqg, Syria, and Lebanon, of Sunni Islamist
groups such as SIS, all of whom have largely or completely ignored the
Islamic principles of ahl al-kitab, Armenians and other religious minority
groups, and Muslims who disagree with these Sunni Islamist groups, have
continued to face death, injury, destruction of their property, and forced exile
from their homes.?° Thus, Armenians and members of every other group who
either oppose ISIS -- and similar groups -- or represent ideas which are in any
way inconsistent with those Islamist groups face the possibility of utter
destruction.?® Thus, Armenians and other Christians in countries like Syria
and Iraq are caught between multiple raging fires, including the flames of
hostile Sunni Islamism and ostensibly secular regimes which, under pressure
from such groups, at times manifest hostile policies toward Christians,
including Armenians.”'

In the face of onslaughts by several Islamist groups in Syria, and the large
numbers of Christians, including Armenians, who are leaving that country in
the face of these threats, the exodus of Armenians and other Christians from
Syria and the potentially complete disappearance of Armenians and other
Christians from Syria and other parts of the Middle East becomes a source of
urgent concern.®

Very tragically, there have been many times in the history of Armenians,
when, because of violence directed against them, Armenians have experienced
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enormously painful forced migration and social dislocation.?® Yet, if the
situation in Lebanon remains stable, there may be reason to believe that the
Armenians inside and outside Lebanon, and at least some non-Armenian
Christians inside and outside Lebanon, could continue to be a source of
strength and support for Armenians inside Syria, Lebanon, and other
countries.
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