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The Muslim Brotherhood in Syria, 1945–1958: 
Founding, Social Origins, Ideology

Joshua Teitelbaum

This article examines the founding, social origins, and ideology of the Muslim Broth-
erhood in Syria from 1945 to 1958. The organization was influenced ideologically by 
the original Egyptian Brotherhood, but its founding was essentially an independent 
move. Unlike its Egyptian counterpart during this period, the Syrian Brotherhood 
was a participant in parliamentary politics. Its discourse was reflective of this fact, 
and in public it emphasized the universal nature of its message and eschewed sec-
tarianism in Syria’s divided society. An examination of internal documents, however, 
reveals that the organization was concerned with protecting Syria’s Sunni Muslim 
majority. While in Egypt the Ikhwan developed in opposition to the establishment 
‘ulama’, which were seen as being unresponsive to the needs of Muslims in a mod-
ern society, in Syria the ‘ulama’ played a leading role in the organization.

In the pantheon of modern Islamist movements, the Muslim Brotherhood (al-Ikh-
wan al-Muslimun) holds pride of place. It continues to influence millions, primarily 
in Egypt, the palestinian Authority, Kuwait, Jordan, and Syria. Yet it appears that the 
attention devoted to the Brotherhood has not been properly balanced.

The Egyptian Brotherhood has naturally been the object of considerable scrutiny. 
In its heyday from the 1930s to the 1950s, it was an extra-parliamentary movement that 
resorted occasionally to violence and assassination to advance its cause.1 It was widely 
influential and its leader, Hasan al-Banna, was an arresting figure who merited being 
described by the overused word “charismatic.” Far less scholarly attention has focused 
on the Ikhwan of Syria, and this is unfortunate, for that organization presents a useful 
contrast.2 It was a small, elitist organization that never approached the level of mass 
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1. See Richard p. Mitchell’s classic The Society of the Muslim Brothers (London: Oxford Univer-
sity press, 1969). For a more recent study, see Brynjar Lia, The Society of Muslim Brothers in Egypt 
(London: Ithaca press, 1998).

2. Reissner’s dissertation takes the story up to 1952. Johannes Reissner, Ideologie und Politik der Muslim-
bruder Syriens: Von der Wahlen 1947 bis zum Verbot unter Adib ash-Shishakli 1952 [Ideology and Politics 
of the Muslim Brotherhood of Syria: From the Elections of 1947 to the 1952 Ban under Adib al-Shishakli] 
(Freiburg: Klaus Schwarz Verlag, 1980). For activists in Hama, see Itzchak Weismann, “The politics of 
popular Religion: Sufis, Salafis and Muslim Brothers in 20th Century Hama,” International Journal of Mid-
dle East Studies, Vol. 37, No. 1 (2005), pp. 39–58. Scholarship has primarily focused on the period begin-
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support enjoyed by the Egyptian Ikhwan. It was also, for most of the 1945–1958 period 
that this research covers, a parliamentary body participating fully in the hurly-burly of 
Syrian parliamentary politics, a position that forced upon the Syrian Ikhwan modes of 
behavior very different from those of the Egyptian Ikhwan.3 Indeed, in many ways the 
Syrian Brotherhood resembled the other Syrian ideological parties more closely than 
it did the Egyptian Brotherhood. This study explores the circumstances that made the 
Syrian Brotherhood unique, by examining new evidence regarding its founding, social 
origins, organization, internal training, and education. As will be demonstrated, this 
was a party that put a decidedly Syrian spin on the Ikhwan’s message, for it was in 
ideological competition with other ideology-based parties, such as the Ba‘th and the 
Communists, that developed during this period in response to increased social mobi-
lization.

FoUNdING: ThE EGyPTIAN CoNNECTIoN

The Muslim Brotherhood in Syria has always lived in the shadow of the mother 
movement in Egypt, so a study of the Syrian movement immediately begs this ques-
tion: Was the Ikhwan in Syria founded at the direction of the Egyptian Brotherhood, or 
did it arise on its own? The answer turns out to lie somewhere in between.

The Egyptian Ikhwan, centered in Cairo, did have a section responsible for “li-
aison with the Islamic world.” This section’s task was to spread the message of the 
Ikhwan abroad, and to coordinate activities with other Islamic organizations where they 
existed. It was natural enough that the Egyptian Ikhwan, with its anti-nationalist and 
pan-Islamic orientation, would emphasize liaison with Islamic movements and person-
alities throughout the Muslim world, but it is not clear if the section aimed to estab-
lish Ikhwan branches outside of Egypt. In any event, the Cairo center of the Egyptian 
Ikhwan was an attraction for foreign students studying at al-Azhar. “As potential mis-
sionaries for the cause after they returned to their respective countries,” notes Richard 
Mitchell, “these students found themselves welcomed and whenever possible urged to 
join in the activities of the society.”4

One such student was Mustafa al-Siba‘i, the future leader of the Ikhwan in Syria. 
Born in Homs in 1915, Siba‘i began his studies at al-Azhar in 1933 and soon made 
the acquaintance of Hasan al-Banna. Siba‘i became sufficiently active in the Egyptian 
Ikhwan that his participation in its anti-British activities landed him in prison in 1934 
(In 1940, he was detained once again for participating in a secret society established to 
support the Rashid ‘Ali uprising against the British in Iraq). 5 Another was Muhammad 

[Continued from previous page]
‘Alawi oppression of Sunnis and religious heresy. See, for example, Raymond Hinnebusch, “The Islamic 
Movement in Syria: Sectarian Conflict and Urban Rebellion in an Authoritarian-populist Regime,” in Ali 
E. Hillal Dessouki, ed., Islamic Resurgence in the Arab World (New York: praeger, 1982), pp. 138–169.

3. For the specifics of the Ikhwan’s involvement in Syrian parliamentary politics, see Joshua Teitel-
baum, “The Muslim Brotherhood and the ‘Struggle For Syria,’ 1947–1958: Between Accommodation 
and Ideology,” Middle Eastern Studies, Vol. 40, No. 3 (2004), pp. 134–158.

4. Mitchell, Society of the Muslim Brothers, pp. 173–174; Lia, Society of Muslim Brothers, p. 154.
5. Umar F. Abd Allah, The Islamic Struggle in Syria (Berkeley, CA: Mizan press, 1983), pp. 97–98; 

David Commins, historical dictionary of Syria (Lanham, MD: Scarecrow press, 1996), p. 161.
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al-Hamid (1910–1969), a classmate of Siba‘i’s from al-Azhar and a Naqshbandi Sufi 
from Hama, who became a central ideological influence on the Syrian Brotherhood and 
founded its branch in that Syrian city.6 

The Ikhwan has its roots in several jam‘iyyat [associations, or societies]. Jam‘iyyat 
developed in the Middle East in the late 19th century.7 These associations were initially 
oriented toward social welfare. Later, political jam‘iyyat developed; these were the pre-
cursors of the modern political party (hizb) and were the near exclusive province of the 
elite. More explicitly Islamic jam‘iyyat developed among the middle and lower-middle 
urban classes in the 1920s and 1930s. Several such Islamic jam‘iyyat arose in Syria 
with the aim of reviving Islam and opposing Western cultural influences, such as movie 
theaters and what was in their view immodest women’s dress.8 The Damascene Muham-
mad ‘Abd al-Qadir Mubarak, who later became a minister representing the Ikhwan in 
several governments, was involved in setting up jam‘iyyat in Damascus and Aleppo.9

The existence of these associations suggests that the Ikhwan in Syria grew from 
indigenous roots; but it was the Egyptian Ikhwan in the late 1930s and 1940s that sup-
plied ideological and organizational inspiration, and that deeply influenced its founder 
and most important leader. This mix of founding influences is described by Mustafa al-
Siba‘i himself in the introduction to al-Fata al-hadith, the handbook of the Syrian Ikh-
wan’s youth organization, al-Futuwwa. Siba‘i credits the Egyptian Brotherhood with 
being the first to implement the idea of the Muslim renaissance (ba‘th). This in turn 
inspired a group of students at Damascus’ Syrian University, even though this group 
was not yet in contact with the Ikhwan in Egypt.10 The group began as a halqa [study 
circle] at the Syrian University with the aim of preaching spiritual reform: to purge the 
souls of Muslims, turn them toward god, and inculcate the message of Islam and the 
Sunna. As the group grew, its leaders decided to expand its activities and range; the first 
halqa founded outside Damascus was in Aleppo in 1935. This halqa was licensed by 
the authorities in April 1937 and is viewed by the Ikhwan as the first markaz [office] of 
the Brotherhood in Syria.11 The Aleppo group called its meeting place Dar al-Arqam, 
after Arqam ibn ‘Abd al-Mana ibn Asad, one of the earliest converts to Islam, who 

6. Weismann, “The politics of popular Religion,” pp. 51–53. According to Weismann, al-Hamid 
was instrumental in effecting a Salafi-Sufi synthesis amongst many Brothers, although he gave up his 
membership in the organization when the Ikhwan organized as the Islamic Socialist Front to contest the 
1949 elections. He was eventually to contest al-Siba‘i’s “socialist” manifesto, Ishtirakiyyat al-Islam.

7. The Ikhwan in Egypt also had its roots in the jam‘iyyat; see Mitchell, Society of Muslim Broth-
ers, pp. 6–7.

8. Reissner, Ideologie und Politik, pp. 80–97; Commins, historical dictionary of Syria, p. 161; Weis-
mann, “The politics of popular Religion,” p. 47.

9. See the biography of Mubarak on the Syrian Brotherhood’s website, http://www.ikhwansyria.
com/ar/default.aspx?xyz=U6Qq7k%2bcOd87MDI46m9rUxJEpMO%2bi1s7QkOu6aCvWCrxuTxa
orggv21mEUyrZwWOLc8hh9avphuE9vk5%2b2MtY3c0bT3KQhaE76kc7Z17hK8JHoAx3qk8uy2
9lcAx09zxZQgn6Cprpus%3d.

10. Mustafa al-Siba‘i, al-Fata al-hadith [Modern youth] (Damascus: Matba‘at al-Ittihad al-Sharqi bi-
Dimashq, n.d.), p. 11. Al-Siba‘i does not date the emergence of this group, but it probably emerged in the 
early and mid-1930s; see also the interview with al-Siba‘i in The New york Times, February 27, 1955.

11. For thought-provoking speculation on why the Muslim Brotherhood had its beginning in Aleppo, see 
Hanna Batatu, “Syria’s Muslim Brethren,” MERIP Reports (November–December 1982), pp. 12–20, 34, 
36; see also Alfred Carleton, “Aleppo as a Muslim Center,” Muslim World, Vol. 27 (1937), pp. 32–134.
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offered his home to the prophet Muhammad as a meeting place. Dar al-Arqam also 
reportedly housed the Jam‘iyyat al-Shubban al-Muslimin [the Young Men’s Muslim 
Association] in Aleppo.12

Several other Islamic jam‘iyyat existed in Syrian cities during this time; they took 
various names, but were known informally to one another as Shabab Muhammad [Mu-
hammad’s Youth].13 The intermittent use of either Shabab Muhammad or al-Shubban al-
Muslimin for various jam‘iyyat or as a general name for all such organizations accounts 
for the confusion in the literature over the names of the organizations and the uncertainty 
over when the name Muslim Brotherhood was chosen for them.14 There is also some un-
certainty as to whether the Syrian University halqa contacted other existing jam‘iyyat or 
established them. Siba‘i states that the halqa set up a Jam‘iyyat al-Shubban al-Muslimin 
in Damascus in 1937 and contacted the Rabita al-diniyya [Religious League] in Homs; a 
jam‘iyya was formed by the halqa in Latakia, and contact was made with the Association 
for Islamic Noble Deeds and Morals [Jam‘iyyat al-Makarim wal-Akhlaq al-Islamiyya].15 
So it seems most likely that the Syrian University halqa in this period set up some groups, 
re-oriented or amalgamated others, and kept up contact with still others.

Until the mid-1940s these jam‘iyyat were loosely connected; but the connec-
tion was sufficient to enable the convening of several conferences of Syrian Islamic 
jam‘iyyat. Two such conferences were held in Homs in 1937; at a third, in 1938 in 
Damascus, it was decided that Dar al-Arqam in Aleppo would be the central office of 
this loose confederation. World War II caused a decrease in activity. In 1941, Siba‘i 
returned to Homs from Egypt, whereupon he established an activist jam‘iyya called 
Muhammad’s Youth. Yet the French soon imprisoned him for anti-regime activities. Af-
ter his release in 1943 a fourth conference was held in Homs, at which two paramilitary 
youth organizations — the Saraya and the Futuwwa — were established.16 At a fifth 
conference in Aleppo in 1944, the leadership decided to move the main headquarters 
— and the newly established Supreme Central Committee [al-Lajna al-Markaziyya 
al-‘Ulya] — from Aleppo to the capital at Damascus. A representative of the Egyptian 
Brotherhood attended the conference. From the winter of 1945 to the summer of 1946, 
the consolidation of the Islamic jam‘iyyat advanced apace. Most of the jam‘iyyat united 
officially as the Muslim Brotherhood, and Siba‘i was chosen as Controller-general [al-

12. Mustafa al-Siba‘i, “al-Ikhwan al-Muslimun” [“The Muslim Brotherhood”], in Al-Ahzab al-Si-
yasiyya fi Suriyya [The Political Parties in Syria] (Damascus: Dar al-Ruwwad, 1954), p. 12; al-Siba‘i, 
al-Fata, p. 12. That Dar al-Arqam was the first markaz of the Ikhwan is a statement made obviously 
in retrospect, as the Muslim Brotherhood did not officially establish itself as such until 1945–1946. 
Batatu credits the founding to one ‘Abd al-Wahhab al-Tunji. Reissner states that al-Tunji cofounded 
Dar al-Arqam with ‘Umar Baha al-Din al-Amiri. Reissner, Ideologie und Politik, pp. 98, 429–430; 
see also Batatu, “Syria’s Muslim Brethren,” p. 15.

13. Tabitha petran, Syria (London: Ernest Benn, 1972), p. 74.
14. For other versions and details on the establishment of the Ikhwan in Syria, see al-Watan al-‘Arabi, 

October 31, 1980; Judith perera, “The Shifting Fortunes of Syria’s Muslim Brothers,” The Middle East 
(May 1983),   pp. 25–28; Abd Allah, The Islamic Struggle in Syria, pp. 88–94. Ishaq Musa Husayni, The 
Moslem Brethren: The Greatest of Islamic Movements (Beirut: Khayat’s, 1956), p. 75, maintains that an 
actual branch of the Egyptian Muslim Brotherhood was established in Damascus in 1937.

15. Al-Siba‘i, al-Fata, p. 2.
16. See Husayni, Moslem Brethren, p. 78; Husayni is the only source to mention the Saraya; on the 

Futuwwa, see below. See also Commins, historical dictionary of Syria, p. 197.
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Muraqib al-‘Amm] of the new organization.17 Thus, the institutional founding of the 
Muslim Brotherhood in Syria really had no precise moment of birth; rather, it experi-
enced a period of gestation beginning in the mid-1930s and ending in 1945–1946 when 
a collection of Islamic jam‘iyyat united as the Muslim Brotherhood.18

Siba‘i’s use of the title Muraqib al-‘Amm suggests a lesser degree of leadership 
than that implied by Hasan al-Banna’s title, Murshid al-‘Amm [general guide]. This 
raises the question of the relationship between the two organizations in a new context 
in the years immediately following World War II.

As noted above, the Syrian Brotherhood arose from local Syrian realities, influ-
enced by those in Egypt; but the Syrian Ikhwan nonetheless viewed itself as a part of 
the larger Muslim Brotherhood movement. Thus, the handbook of the Futuwwa con-
tains a speech by Hasan al-Banna, who is termed the “martyr for the message of Islam” 
[shahid al-da‘wa al-Islamiyya].19 Indeed, the decision to name the leader of the Syrian 
Muslim Brotherhood Muraqib al-‘Amm suggests a conscious effort to subordinate the 
Syrians to the Murshid al-‘Amm in Cairo.20 Even after the death of al-Banna, the Syrian 
Ikhwan continued to view his successor, Hasan al-Hudaybi, as the Murshid al-‘Amm, 
thereby stressing that the title stayed with the office and not the man. But the members 
of the Syrian Ikhwan cherished their own operational independence, and, in any event, 
the realities of Syrian politics prevented any real coordination on the ground. Whatever 
the mix of reasons, Siba‘i himself noted that no organizational or administrative links 
existed between the Egyptian and Syrian organizations.21 Further evidence of the inde-
pendence of the Syrian Ikhwan from its Egyptian counterpart is contained in Article III 
of the “Organic Regulations of the Moslem Brotherhood Association,” which asserts 
that the “Association has the right to establish centers in all the Syrian Mouhafazas 
[provinces] and in all the Arab and Islamic countries.”22 There is no mention of any 
Egyptian “parent” organization. Indeed, the organization may have conceived of itself 
as being independent enough to even establish branches outside Syria, perhaps even 
within Egypt itself. The Jordanian Brotherhood, which was cultivated by the monarchy 
to counter leftists,23 had a stronger connection to the parent organization, both in its 

17. For details of these conferences see Husayni, Moslem Brethren, pp. 75–76; Reissner, Ideologie 
und Politik, pp. 99–102; al-Siba‘i, al-Fata, pp. 12–13.

18. In contrast, the establishment of the Ikhwan in Mandate palestine and Jordan was apparently 
not preceded by jam‘iyyat and came about due to a strong Egyptian initiative. Musa Kilani, Al-haraka 
al-Islamiyya fi al-Urdunn wa-Filastin [The Islamic Movement in Jordan and Palestine](Amman: Dar 
al-Bashir, 1995), pp. 37–38; Amnon Cohen, Political Parties in the West Bank under the Jordanian 
Regime, 1949–1967 (Ithaca, NY: Cornell University press, 1982), p. 144.

19. Al-Siba‘i, al-Fata, p. 6.
20. The palestinian and Jordanian Ikhwan, which merged following Jordan’s annexation of the 

West Bank in the wake of the 1948 war, was led by a Muraqib al-‘Amm as well. See Shmuel Bar, “The 
Muslim Brotherhood in Jordan,” Data and Analysis Series, Moshe Dayan Center, Tel Aviv University, 
June 1988, pp. 12–13.

21. See The New york Times, February 27, 1955.
22. US National Archives, Report prepared by the United States Legation in Damascus for the Secre-

tary of State, “The Moslem Brotherhood in Syria,” dispatch 3883, December 19, 1947, Rg59, 890D.00. 
Enclosure #2, “The Organic Regulations of the Moslem Brotherhood Association.”

23. Kilani, Al-haraka al-Islamiyya fi al-Urdunn, pp. 63–64. Indeed, the relationship between the 
monarchy and the Jordanian brotherhood was so strong that in 1957, during the struggle between King 
Husayn and pro-Nasserist forces in Jordan and abroad, the Ikhwan provided an agent to Jordan who

[Continued on next page]



218 M MIDDLE EAST JOURNAL

founding and overall influence. This was probably due to the less developed nature 
of Islamic activism and institutions in Jordan and palestine when compared to Syria. 
While contact was maintained between the Jordanian and Syrian movements, the par-
ent movement exerted a much stronger influence on its Jordanian counterpart than did 
the Syrian Ikhwan.24 

Nor is there proof of a financial connection. A US Central Intelligence group in-
telligence report notes the transfer of funds from the Ikhwan office in Cairo to the Broth-
erhood in Transjordan, so it seems reasonable to assume that similar transfers could 
have been made to Syria.25 The close contact maintained between Siba‘i and al-Banna 
supports the possibility, but there appears to be no evidence of such a connection.26

In sum, the connection between the two groups was one of mutual political and 
ideological support. The Syrian Brotherhood clearly owed much to the ideas of the 
Egyptian Ikhwan, especially to those of al-Banna. In addition, the Syrian members 
were no doubt inspired by the successes of its Egyptian cousin as a major Islamic 
movement. More than that, however, one cannot posit from the existing evidence. 

ThE SoCIAL oRIGINS oF ThE MUSLIM BRoThERhood

post-independence Syria witnessed rapid social change. The end of direct French 
rule, the dislocations of World War II, and new attitudes spawned by independence itself 
all contributed to this change which, by 1958, resulted in the collapse of the power of Syr-
ia’s traditional Sunni elite and the virtual takeover of the prostrate country by Egypt.27

Social mobilization was facilitated by the increased availability of education and 
by continuing crises between landowners and peasants in the Syrian countryside. The 
latter led to the rise of a disgruntled and unemployed proletariat in the cities, for Syria’s 
urban centers were incapable of absorbing the surplus manpower generated by move-
ment from countryside to city. Increased education led to a larger pool of middle-class 
aspirants as well, and both developments led to a multi-dimensional crisis of rising 

[Continued from previous page]
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24. Kilani, Al-haraka al-Islamiyya fi al-Urdunn, pp. 37–38.
25. US National Archives, US Intelligence Document Branch, Intelligence Report prepared by the 

United States Central Intelligence group, “The Ikhwan al-Muslimin in Trans-Jordan,” January 9, 1948, 
SO-10699, 144549.

26. US Damascus Legation Report, December 19, 1947.
27. For a theoretical discussion of social mobilization see Karl W. Deutsch, “Social Mobilization 

and political Development,” American Political Science Review, Vol. 55, No. 3 (1961), pp. 493–513; 
for a specific Middle Eastern and Syrian focus, see Enver Koury, The Pattern of Mass Movements in 
Arab Revolutionary Progressive States (The Hague: Mouton, 1970); Hanna Batatu, Syria’s Peasantry, the 
descendants of its Lesser Rural Notables, and their Politics (princeton, NJ: princeton University press, 
1999); Moshe Maoz, “Society and State in Modern Syria,” in Menahem Milson, ed., Society and Political 
Structure in the Arab World (New York: Humanities press, 1973), pp. 29–91; Michael Van Dusen, “Intra 
and Inter-generational Conflict in the Syrian Army,” unpublished phD thesis, The John Hopkins Univer-
sity, 1971; A. Hreib, “The Influence of Sub-Regionalism (Rural Areas) on the Structure of Syrian politics, 
1920–1973,” unpublished phD thesis, georgetown University, 1976.
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expectations.28 These developments, plus the sectarian and ethnic mixing that urban 
life encouraged in contrast to Syria’s traditional rural-mosaic character, provided fertile 
ground for the development of ideologically-based political parties with roots in the 
urban centers.29

As many scholars have observed, the development of ideological parties in Syria 
— notably the Ba‘th, the Communists, and the Muslim Brotherhood — was a decid-
edly urban-middle and lower-middle class phenomenon. The increasing social mobili-
zation of the middle class was reflected in the growing number of lawyers and members 
of the other free professions elected to the Syrian parliament after independence.30 In 
Hama, for example, the Muslim Brotherhood was especially strong. The Communist 
party attracted many followers, mostly Armenians, Sunnis, and Christians. Many of the 
city’s youth were attracted to Akram Hawrani, a populist political activist who played 
an important role in Syrian politics until the early 1960s.31

In Damascus, the al-Maydan quarter was one of several that hosted intense political 
activity. Salah al-Din al-Bitar, a Sunni Muslim and a co-founder of the Ba‘th, was from al-
Maydan, and the high school (the Tajhiz) in which he and co-founder Michel Aflaq taught 
was located there. The al-Maydan quarter became home to many lower-middle-class 
migrants from the Hawran and Jabal al-Duruz areas, and these newcomers provided an 
obvious constituency for the Ba‘th and other ideological parties.32 Indeed, until the early 
1960s, the Ba‘th remained almost exclusively an urban phenomenon, gaining most of its 
support from the urban petite bourgeoisie. The Communist party was also an urban lower- 
and middle-class phenomenon; its founder too, Khalid Bakdash, was a Damascene.33

The Brotherhood competed with the Ba‘th and the Communists for this same con-
stituency but, unlike the Ba‘th and the Communists, it also gained some support in the 
traditional Sunni urban middle class, comprised of small merchants and artisans, ‘ula-
ma’, and teachers.34 According to Hanna Batatu, “with few exceptions, the earliest of the 
society’s Syrian devotees stemmed from ‘men of religion.’” These included Muhammad 
Mubarak and Salah al-Shash, the founders of a jam‘iyya in Damascus which eventually 
became part of the Ikhwan, as well as Siba‘i himself, whose family had traditionally pro-

28. See Koury, The Pattern of Mass Movements in Arab Revolutionary Progressive States, pp. 
15–16, 61–68; Hreib, “The Influence of Sub-Regionalism (Rural Areas) on the Structure of Syrian 
politics, 1920–1973,” pp. ii–iii.

29. On the appeal of ideology see Clifford geertz, “Ideology as a Cultural System,” in David Apter, 
ed., Ideology and discontent (New York: Free press, 1964), pp. 47–76.

30. See R. Bayley Winder, “Syrian Deputies and Cabinet Ministers, 1919–1959,” The Middle East 
Journal, Vol. 17, No. 1 (1963), pp. 35–54; on the development of the middle class, see Maoz, “Society 
and State,” pp. 60–62.

31. Hreib, “The Influence of Sub-Regionalism (Rural Areas) on the Structure of Syrian politics, 1920–
1973,” p. 109; Michael Van Dusen, “political Integration and Regionalism in Syria,” The Middle East 
Journal, Vol. 26, No. 2 (1972), pp. 130–131.

32. On the al-Maydan quarter, see John F. Devlin, The Bath Party: A history from Its origins to 1966 
(Stanford, CA: Hoover Institution press, 1976), p. 7; Hreib, “The Influence of Sub-Regionalism (Rural 
Areas) on the Structure of Syrian politics, 1920–1973,” p. 107; Van Dusen, “political Integration,” p. 128.

33. On the Communists, see patrick Seale, The Struggle for Syria: A Study of Post-War Arab Politics, 
1945–1958 (London: Oxford University press, 1965), pp. 159–163.

34. Maoz, Modern Syria, pp. 87–88; Hinnebusch, “The Islamic Movement in Syria,” pp. 151–155; 
Abd Allah, The Islamic Struggle in Syria, pp. 92–93.
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vided the Friday mosque preacher [khatib] for Homs’ grand Mosque. Batatu also specu-
lates that economic necessity gave this religious class the same economic interests as the 
lower echelon merchant class. He reasons that since religious functionaries, excluding 
qadis and muftis, could rarely make a living solely on their salaries as men of religion, 
they often supplemented their incomes by engaging in a trade, such as bookselling, drap-
ery making, or perfume vending.35 The names of many Ikhwan leaders also suggest such 
origins: al-Shash signifies one who deals in white cloth or muslin; al-Tunji is a goldsmith; 
the last name of ‘Isam al-‘Attar, who succeeded Siba‘i in 1961 as Muraqib al-‘Amm, 
means perfume vendor. Indeed, the two groups sometimes could not be differentiated 
from one another, and often lived near each other. Citing Damascus as an example, Batatu 
notes that the “shops of the tradesmen-shaykhs are usually located in the neighborhood 
of mosques. In Damascus, for example, they are established in the suqs of al-‘Asruniyya 
and al-Madina, close to the ‘Umayyad Mosque.”36

given the social origin of the Muslim Brotherhood, which both rooted itself in the 
religious community but also made it compete with the left-wing Ba‘th and Communist 
parties, it is not surprising that, with the approach of the 1949 elections, the Ikhwan 
organized itself as the Islamic Socialist Front [al-Jabha al-Islamiyya al-Ishtirakiyya].37 
The Ikhwan clearly sought to curtail the influence of the other two parties by associat-
ing itself with prevailing ideological currents, trying to portray itself as socialist as well 
as Islamic. A closer examination of the Islamic Socialist Front’s ideology reveals little 
“socialism,” but instead a form of populism that reflected the economic interests of the 
urban-middle and lower-middle classes.

IdEoLoGy: ThE SoCIALISM oF ISLAM?

Siba‘i’s sense of electoral tactics was not entirely utilitarian. At some point Siba‘i 
applied himself to the meaning of socialism and how it connected to his understanding 
of Islam. The formulations that he developed were sophisticated and creative. At the 
time, they fit a Syrian need more so than an Egyptian one but, oddly enough, after the 
Egyptian revolution of 1952, Siba‘i’s formulations found resonance in Cairo as well, 
to the point that certain views for which gamal ‘Abd al-Nasser is usually given credit 
may have some of their origins in Siba‘i’s thinking.

Broadly speaking, the ideology of the Syrian Brotherhood differed little from that 
of the Egyptian branch. Both favored a renaissance of Islam and the implementation of 
shari‘a in all aspects of life.38 The expression of this ideology, however, differed as a 

35. These include the positions of imam [prayer leader], khadim [servant], mu’adhdhin (one who 
issues the call to prayer), qari’ [Qur’an reader], khatib (preacher of the khutba, or Friday sermon), mu-
waqqit [timekeeper], and mudarris [teacher].

36. Batatu, “Syria’s Muslim Brethren,” pp. 14–15.
37. See Reissner, Ideologie und Politik, p. 320; “Korot ha-yamim” [“The Way It Was”], ha-Mizrah 

he-hadash [The New East] 1 (1950), p. 227. “Korot ha-yamim” is an under-utilized chronology based on 
a close reading of the Arabic-language press, which appeared in the Hebrew scholarly journal ha-Mizrah 
he-hadash from 1949–1961. On the Islamic Socialist Front’s parliamentary activity, see Teitelbaum, 
“The Muslim Brotherhood.”

38. For a general discussion of Syrian Ikhwan ideology, see Abd Allah, The Islamic Struggle in Syria, 
pp. 143–187; al-Siba‘i, “al-Ikhwan;” for Egyptian Ikhwan ideology see Mitchell, The Society of the Mus-
lim Brothers, pp. 209–294.
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result of the circumstances obtaining in each of the countries. A good example concerns 
the relationship of the Ikhwan leadership to the local ‘ulama’. In Egypt, the Ikhwan lead-
ership blamed the deterioration of the condition of Islam squarely on the ‘ulama’ of al-
Azhar. Notwithstanding his close relationship with the rector of al-Azhar, Shaykh Mus-
tafa al-Maraghi, al-Banna and the Ikhwan upbraided the ‘ulama’ of al-Azhar for their 
failure to be spokesmen “for a living and dynamic Islam.” They had not fulfilled their 
role as defenders of Islam against imperialism, and were incompetent. “The ‘ulama’,” 
commented al-Banna, “saw and observed and heard and did nothing.”39 The Muslim 
Brotherhood in Syria, however, faced no institution as central, official, and authoritative 
as al-Azhar, and therefore, even if there was animosity towards certain ‘ulama’, they 
would not have presented a focused target. But the Syrian Sunni religious establish-
ment was composed of many ‘ulama’ of different tendencies. The Syrian Ikhwan was a 
movement that worked with the religious establishment and not against it, the common 
social roots of the Ikhwan and ‘ulama’ serving to strengthen the connection. Indeed, the 
religious establishment seems to have rather supported the Ikhwan, at least to the extent 
that the Waqf [religious endowment] and top-ranking religious leaders allowed them to 
preach the Friday khutba [sermon] from any Damascus mosque, including the ‘Um-
mayad Mosque.40 There was, therefore, no anti-‘ulama’ component in their ideology.41

Another area where the ideology of the Muslim Brotherhood in Syria expressed 
a different emphasis concerned the relationship of the Muslim Brotherhood to non-
Muslim minorities. In the ideology of the Egyptian Ikhwan, there was scant reference 
to Egypt’s significant Christian minority. References to Christianity were made mostly 
in the context of attacks on the West, Christianity being perceived as the religion of 
the imperialists of both major global power blocs during the Cold War.42 The political 
realities under which the Syrian Ikhwan operated required a more nuanced view of the 
relationship between the “Islamic Order” supported by the Brotherhood and Syria’s 
sizeable and more diverse Christian minority. The Ikhwan thus emphasized the non-
sectarian [ta’ifi] nature of their ideology, and hence its Arab and universal nature. The 
hope for the community of believers, stressed the Ikhwan, is to be found only in a return 
to the spiritual life. This return must be based on Islam in a very specific sense:

Our nationalist [qawmiyya] philosophy is Islam; not Islam in its institutionalized reli-
gious meaning nor its ritualistic aspect which concerns Muslims only, but Islam in its 
broader meaning with its all-encompassing philosophy of life, its general ethical teach-
ings and its universalistic civil [madani] legislation ... This is our philosophy as Arabs.43

39. Al-Shihab, November 14, 1947, quoted in Mitchell, The Society of the Muslim Brothers, p. 212.
40. National Archives (Kew), FO 371/62129, “Note on al Ikhwan el Muslimeen,” Information Of-

fice, Damascus, November 8, 1947, enclosed in Dundas to Bevin, No. 136, November 13, 1947.
41. In 19th century Syria there was conflict between ‘ulama’ of various social classes and between 

conservative and reforming ‘ulama’ as they confronted the challenges of modernity. For excellent 
studies on these developments, see David Commins, Islamic Reform: Politics and Social Change 
in Late ottoman Syria (New York: Oxford University press, 1990), and Itzchak Weismann, Taste of 
Modernity: Sufism, Salafiyya, and Arabism in late ottoman damascus (Leiden: Brill, 2001). But by 
the time the Ikhwan became a factor, this conflict had died down as religious Muslims came together 
to confront secular ideologies.

42. Mitchell, The Society of the Muslim Brothers, pp. 229–230.
43. Al-Siba‘i, “Al-Ikhwan,” p. 25.
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Note the similarity between this statement and the well-known view of the secu-
lar Ba‘th party on the positive contribution of Islam to Arab culture.

In traditional Islamic fashion, which viewed the correct, god-ordained order to 
establish Muslims as rightful rulers, with Jews and Christians as “tolerated minorities” 
[ahl al-dhimma], the Brotherhood in Syria characterized Islam as a kind of a universal 
supra-religion, above all others but not arrayed against them. The Syrian Ikhwan em-
phasized that their movement’s message [da‘wa] was religious, but not sectarian: “Re-
ligion is brotherhood; sectarianism is enmity” [al-din ikha’ wal-ta’ifiyya ‘ada’].44 The 
Ikhwan’s call to religion, they claimed, was not sectarian, since the Qur’an contains all 
religions and emphasizes love and cooperation.45 Since Islamic legislation was univer-
sal, in that it did not differentiate between religion, race, or language, it was different 
from the Jewish Talmud, which was built on sectarian foundations; the shari‘a was 
closer, wrote Siba‘i, to Roman law with its humanistic and all-inclusive character.46

Such sentiments reflected an apologetic yet reforming trend in Islam, most fa-
mously expressed by the Syrian-born Egyptian publicist Muhammad Rashid Rida (d. 
1935). Rida’s plan for a pan-Islamic state based on Islamic law stated that Christians 
(and Jews, for that matter) would fare far better in a state governed by shari‘a, since 
such a state would be based on justice and a moral system, and not simply a secular 
solidarity bereft of a guiding hand.47

As suggested above, there was also a practical rationale for such a view. The 
Syrian Ikhwan participated in the 1947 parliamentary elections (independently, not on 
one list) and the 1949 elections for a constituent assembly. Under the election laws 
promulgated before each of these elections, parliamentary seats were to be assigned to 
non-Muslims according to their percentage in the voting population of each electoral 
district.48 The relationship of the Syrian Ikhwan to non-Muslim minorities was there-
fore influenced by electoral realities: the Ikhwan needed Christian and even Jewish 
votes. In 1947, the Muslim Brotherhood supported candidates on various lists. In Da-
mascus, for example, they appeared on a list endorsed by the Rabitat al-‘Ulama’ [the 
League of Clerics]. The list included such well-known personalities as the protestant 
Faris al-Khuri, but also a Jewish candidate, Wahid Mizrahi. Mizrahi was elected in the 
second round of elections, garnering 27,184 votes.49

As Itzchak Weismann has convincingly demonstrated, the Brotherhood in Syria 
represented a synthesis of traditional Salafism (meaning in this case a call to return to 
the practice of the pious forefathers, al-salaf — the companions of the prophet Mu-

44. Al-Siba‘i, “Al-Ikhwan,” p. 40.
45. Al-Siba‘i, “Al-Ikhwan,” p. 23.
46. Al-Siba‘i, “Al-Ikhwan,” p. 21.
47. Albert Hourani, Arabic Thought in the Liberal Age, 1798–1939 (Cambridge, UK: Cambridge 

University press, 1983), p. 244.
48. This appears in article 6 of the 1947 Election Law (al-Jarida al-Rasmiyya [The official digest], 

May 24, 1947) and article 3 of the 1949 Election Law (al-Jarida al-Rasmiyya, September 12, 1949).
49. US Damascus Legation Report, December 19, 1947. Dr. Wahid Mizrahi, a physician, was head 

of the Jewish Club in Damascus. He entered politics at the urging of the prominent Totah family, of 
which his wife was a member. The major Jewish families had candidates in several different parties, 
suggesting typical minority behavior of “hedging one’s bets.” This was learned from a contemporary 
of Mizrahi’s now living in Israel.
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hammad and the early Muslim scholars) and the Sufi revivalist tradition and had roots 
in both movements, particularly through the work of the Naqshbandi adept Muhammad 
al-Hamid.50 Its Egyptian counterpart was similarly influenced.51 One notable political 
manifestation of this synthesis was the participation of the followers of a Naqshbandi 
leader from a different branch of the order, Shaykh Ahmad Muhammad Amin Kuftaru, 
in the Islamic Socialist Front established by Siba‘i for the elections to the Constitu-
ent Assembly in 1949.52 According to Weismann, the establishment of the Front was 
the reason al-Hamid gave up his membership in the Ikhwan, since he was allied with 
Hama’s old elite and could not stomach the tendencies to incorporate socialist ele-
ments into Ikhwan ideology. Indeed, Muhammad Mubarak even described the Front in 
an interview to al-Ahram as a “Marxist drink in a Moslem [sic] cup,” which certainly 
seemed to suggest that the Ikhwan wanted to mobilize the disenfranchised lower class-
es and were competing for Sunni voters with the Ba‘th and the Communists.53

The emphasis on “socialism” [al-ishtirakiyya] in the ideology of the Syrian Muslim 
Brotherhood developed earlier than did a similar concept in Egypt. It did so as a result 
of the political struggle with the Ba‘th and the Communists, and it remained much more 
central to their ideology than socialism ever was to the Egyptian Ikhwan. While the Egyp-
tian Brotherhood’s ideas of social justice [al-‘adala al-ijtima‘iyya] were similar to those 
expressed by the Syrian Ikhwan, the emphasis on the word “socialism” by the Syrians 
and their organizing as the Islamic Socialist Front is a direct result of the Syrian political 
constellation in which the Ba‘th and the Communists set the tone of political discourse.

The socialism espoused by Mustafa al-Siba‘i was really little more than classical 
liberalism; it was at most a vaguely articulated form of social democracy. His ideas on 
Islamic socialism took their most crystallized form in his book, Ishtirakiyyat al-Islam 
[The Socialism of Islam]. That the book is primarily an apologia is plain from its title: 
Siba‘i called it the “Socialism of Islam” rather than “Islamic Socialism” [Ishtirakiyya 
Islamiyya]. He begins by noting that “I have termed the laws and the regulations which 

50. Weismann, “The politics of popular Religion.”
51. As Hasan al-Banna famously said, the Brotherhood was both a “Salafi movement ... [and] a 

Sufi reality.” Quoted in peter Mandaville, Global Political Islam (London: Routledge, 2007), p. 60. 
See also Weismann, “The politics of popular Religion,” p. 51. The term Salafiyya is a contested one 
— its meaning and usage have changed over time as the movement moved through several permuta-
tions. See Mandaville, Global Political Islam, pp. 245–259, and Quintan Wiktorowicz, “The Salafi 
Movement: Violence and the Fragmentation of Community,” in Miriam Cook and Bruce Lawrence, 
eds., Muslim Networks from hajj to hip hop (Chapel Hill, NC: University of North Carolina press, 
2005), pp. 208–234. A useful discussion of the concept in its various historical and contemporary as-
pects in Arabic is to be found in Al-Salafiyya: al-Nash’a, al-Murtakazat, al-huwiyya [The Salafiyya: 
Genesis, Fundamental Principles, Identity] (Beirut: Ma‘had al-Ma‘arif al-Hikmiyya, 2004).

52. National Archives (Kew), FO 371/75541, Broadmead (Damascus) to Bevin, No. 145, Novem-
ber 28, 1949.

53. Al-Ahram, May 22, 1950, quoted in Walter Laqueur, Communism and Nationalism in the Middle 
East (London: RKp, 1956), p. 256. Weismann, “politics of popular Religion,” pp. 52–53, notes further 
that al-Hamid may have also been put off by populist Brotherhood member and parliament representa-
tive from Hama, Mahmud al-Shuqfa, and by Hama native and al-Shuqfa ally, ‘Abd al-Karim ‘Uthman, 
who had studied with Siba‘i in Cairo and had written about Islamic social security. On ‘Uthman, see 
his entry on the Syrian Ikhwan’s website, at http://www.ikhwansyria.com/ar/default.aspx?xyz=U6Qq-
7k%2bcOd87MDI46m9rUxJEpMO%2bi1s7UeTKY9rD4F8Tu1ZZKoLYknrpxHplfl6t9HLdDKAen
NZpDmgsbsifizOmYvatypKcqJ0Q8aZ0zSENZiYCvRRdoe9EtTu6ekT5a9lkH%2fgMIIQ%3d.
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appear in Islam for the purpose of organizing ownership and achieving mutual social 
responsibility [al-takaful al-ijtima‘i] the Socialism of Islam.”54 In other words, Siba‘i 
sets out not to present a new philosophy, but to highlight the “socialist” aspects of Is-
lam. His effort reached its apogee in his pamphlet Min Ahadith Ramadan wa-hadith 
Laylat al-Nisf min Sha‘ban, in which he declares: 

Upon my life, is there in the world an applied socialism that so totally eliminates 
differences between people in what they have and what they lack as the socialism of 
the fast during the month of Ramadan?55

Were that not ringing enough, he added: 

 Oh socialists. You want equality? This is our way in prayer when heads are at the 
same level, during fasting when stomachs are equal, during the hajj when bodies are 
equal, and in zakat when hands are equal.56 

Siba‘i’s “Socialism of Islam” recognized five rights: the right to life, to liberty, 
to knowledge, to dignity, and to property.57 property carried with it a social burden: the 
obligation not to use it to exploit others. Siba‘i distinguished between the means to at-
tain socialism and what constituted the essence of socialism. Among the means favored 
by some advocates of socialism were nationalization, the expropriation of capital, and 
limitations on ownership and progressive taxation. The socialism of Islam, according 
to Siba‘i, did not need such devices since it aimed to secure the “real aims of social-
ism,” which were to prevent the individual from exploiting capital at the expense of the 
suffering masses. It sought to establish social equality and eliminate poverty, hunger, 
and sickness by appealing not to governmental systems but to the moral obligations of 
individuals.58 Siba‘i considered the socialism of Islam to be a third way between the 
materialist systems of capitalism and communism, catering to the interests of the group 
and not to the interests of capital as it was in Western capitalism.59

Siba‘i’s book appeared first in 1959, during the short-lived union of Egypt and 
Syria. Since all political parties in Syria and Egypt had been outlawed (the Ikhwan in 

54. Mustafa al-Siba‘i, Ishtirakiyyat al-Islam [Islamic Socialism] (Cairo: al-Ittihad al-Watani, Dar wa-
Matba‘at al-Sha‘b, 1962), p. 6; for extracts and summaries of the book in English, see Mustafa al-Siba‘i, 
“Islamic Socialism,” in Kemal Karpat, ed., Political and Social Thought in the Contemporary Middle East 
(New York: praeger, 1968), pp. 122–126; Mustafa al-Siba‘i, “Apropos du Socialisme de l’Islam” [“On 
the Socialism of Islam”], orient, Vol. 20 (1961), pp. 175–178; Hamid Enayat, Modern Islamic Political 
Thought (Austin: University of Texas press, 1982), pp. 144–149; S. A. Hanna, “Islamic Socialism,” Muslim 
World, Vol. 56 (1966), pp. 71–86.

55. Mustafa al-Siba‘i, Min Ahadith Ramadan wa-hadith Laylat al-Nisf min Sha‘ban [From the 
Events of Ramadan to the Event of the Night of the Middle of Sha‘ban] (Damascus: n.p., n.d.), p. 16.

56. Al-Siba‘i, Min Ahadith Ramadan wa-hadith Laylat al-Nisf min Sha‘ban, p. 14.
57. The principles are reminiscent of the maqasid al-shari‘a, an idea in Islamic legal theory that 

the law is a system with aims or purposes [maqasid]. R.M. gleave, “Makasid al- Shari‘a,” Encyclo-
paedia of Islam, Second Edition (Leiden: Brill, 2010), online version.

58. Al-Siba‘i, Ishtirakiyyat al-Islam, p. 7.
59. Al-Siba‘i, Ishtirakiyyat al-Islam, pp. 165–169.
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Egypt had been ruthlessly suppressed by president ‘Abd al-Nasser), those who wanted 
to stay alive politically had to adapt themselves to prevailing currents. Siba‘i was thus 
motivated to consolidate his ideas and publish them in book form. The book was used 
by ‘Abd al-Nasser to legitimize his own policies. It appeared in several editions, some 
bearing the imprint of ‘Abd al-Nasser’s National Union and his portrait. Thus, astonish-
ingly enough, a version of Islamic socialism that arose from the Ikhwan under Syrian 
conditions contributed to Egypt’s Arab socialism during a period in which the Egyptian 
Ikhwan was banned and persecuted. 

MEMBERShIP, oRGANIzATIoN, ANd LEAdERShIP

Membership in the Syrian Ikhwan was divided into four categories: subscriber, sup-
porter, active, and honorary. A “subscriber” was required only to pay dues and to be of 
good character. Attendance at meetings was not obligatory. “Supporter” was a transitory 
status; such a person had to present a written request to join the Ikhwan and to perform all 
acts required of him by the leaders. An “active” member had to have held the status of sup-
porter for at least one year, to have attended meetings regularly, pledged to pay monthly 
dues, and have taken the oath of the Ikhwan. A member holding “honorary” status was 
usually a prominent Muslim personality offered such status by the organization.60

The status of membership in Egypt included somewhat different membership 
categories. There was no honorary status in Egypt, but there was a more advanced sta-
tus of membership: that of holy warrior [mujahid]. The most dedicated members who 
held this status were probably connected to the Egyptian Ikhwan’s secret apparatus [al-
jihaz al-sirri], the body responsible for the terrorist activities of the organization.61 This 
highlights one of the fundamental differences between the two organizations: while 
the Egyptian Ikhwan was primarily an extra-parliamentary body, a mass movement 
that resorted to violence when necessary, the Syrian organization concentrated on the 
parliamentary process and eschewed terrorist activities during this period. Thus, the 
membership structure of the Syrian Ikhwan reflected its commitment to the parliamen-
tary process in Syria, while it lasted.

Otherwise, on paper at least, the Syrian Ikhwan seemed to be organized basically 
along the same lines as the Brotherhood in Egypt.62 The organization was led by the 
Muraqib al-‘Amm, a position which Mustafa al-Siba‘i retained throughout the 1945–
1958 period. The Muraqib al-‘Amm sat at the head of the Supreme Central Commit-
tee [al-Lajna al-Markaziyya al-‘Ulya], which was comprised of twenty-five members 
who met at the general Headquarters [al-Markaz al-‘Amm]. The name of this body 
appears later in the literature as the constituent committee [al-hay’a al-Ta’sisiyya]. It 
was responsible for determining the activities of the Ikhwan and was elected by the ad-
ministrative offices [al-makatib al-idariyya] in the district centers. Direct supervision 
and executive responsibilities rested with the general Office [al-Maktab al-‘Amm], 
which was elected by the constituent committee. Each Syrian province [muhafaza] had 

60. US Damascus Legation Report, December 19, 1947. Subscriber was equivalent to the assistant 
[musa‘id] status and supporter to the related [muntasib] status in Egypt.

61. See Mitchell, The Society of the Muslim Brothers, pp. 31, 183.
62. On the organizational structure of the Ikhwan in Egypt, see Mitchell, The Society of the Muslim 

Brothers, pp. 163–184.
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a center [markaz], which was overseen by an administrative office elected by the active 
members. The offices were responsible for spreading the message [da‘wa] of the Ikh-
wan in the districts. The centers were theoretically broken down further into branches 
[furu’] in each district [qada’] and cells [shu‘ab] in each sub-district [nahiyya], with 
some cells divided further into “families” [usar]. But often there was no organizational 
unit below the markaz operating in a district.63

When discussing membership figures, one immense difference between the Syrian 
and Egyptian Ikhwan organizations immediately comes to light. In Egypt, one source 
quotes a figure of between 200,000–600,000 members and perhaps as many as 500,000 
“sympathizers,” whereas in Syria the number was probably between 10,000–12,000 
members.64 The movement in Egypt was a mass movement that fired the imagination 
of a sizeable part of the Egyptian population. The Syrian Ikhwan, on the other hand, 
was one of several competing political movements, and not even one of the most popu-
lar. The Syrian Ikhwan never succeeded in establishing the extensive infrastructure of 
branches and cells characteristic of the Egyptian organization.

The leadership of the Syrian Ikhwan was highly educated; most had university 
educations and several had advanced degrees, notably in the field of law. It is significant 
that among the leaders were those who, in addition to expertise in shari‘a law, were 
schooled in secular law as well. This allowed, perhaps, for a greater openness to other 
ideas and issues that were not “Islamic” as such.

The main figures in the organization were Mustafa al-Siba‘i, Muhammad Mubarak, 
and Ma‘ruf al-Dawalibi. Clearly, Siba‘i was the driving force behind the organization. 
Born in Homs in 1915 into a family of ‘ulama’ with Salafi leanings, his father Husni 
was the khatib in the Homs grand mosque. He was eventually appointed Dean of the 
Faculty of Law at the Syrian University in Damascus in 1955, where he had held the post 
of professor of Islamic law since 1950. Siba‘i drew massive crowds to hear the sermons 
he would deliver at the mosque. According to a report of the American legation in Da-
mascus, “his regular speeches at the Ommayad Mosque following Friday prayers leave 
the audience virtually frothing; such is the state of exultation he creates.” Siba‘i served 
several times as a member of parliament for the Muslim Brotherhood from Damascus.65

63. Reissner, Ideologie und Politik, pp. 102–104; al-Siba‘i, “al-Ikhwan,” pp. 11–12; US Damascus 
Legation Report, December 19, 1947, enclosure #2.

64. Mitchell, The Society of the Muslim Brothers, p. 328; The New york Times, December 20, 
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Bevin, No. 136, November 13, 1947.

65. US Damascus Legation Report, December 19, 1947; for further biographical information on 
al-Siba‘i, see Reissner, Ideologie und Politik, pp. 121–124; Abd Allah, The Islamic Struggle in Syria, 
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1946, enclosing “Leading personalities in Syria.” National Archives (Kew), FO 501/1, gardener (Da-
mascus) to Salisbury, No. 147, September 28, 1953, enclosing “Leading personalities of Syria;” “al-
Shaykh Doctor Mustafa al-Siba‘i,” biographical entry at http://www.ikhwansyria.com/ar/default.
aspx?xyz=U6Qq7k%2bcOd87MDI46m9rUxJEpMO%2bi1s7XM6Uv79YkwtaH%2b2t8hQEXh7fT
zSo%2bQckgpbq0WyCgm9CHZp%2f9IhrZAfWovWppnAxxiHkNJleUEOY1x2gCJCDL8RcRg
XqEb4Mm1802jUs3ws%3d. For more on his parliamentary and political activity, see Teitelbaum, 
“The Muslim Brotherhood and the ‘Struggle for Syria.’”
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Muhammad Mubarak was born in Damascus in 1912 not far from the ‘Umayyad 
Mosque. He studied law in Damascus and later studied literature at the Sorbonne. He 
was a professor of philosophy and shari‘a law, and was involved in developing innova-
tive teaching techniques.66 He was Siba‘i’s right hand. Mubarak represented the Islamic 
Socialist Front as a minister in several Syrian governments. Like several other Syrian 
and Egyptian brothers, following the suppression of the Ikhwan he moved to Saudi 
Arabia, where he taught in a number of universities.67

Dawalibi was one of the great survivors of Arab politics. He was active in the Na-
tional Bloc and then moved to the people’s party. He was more responsible than anyone 
for the close connection between the people’s party and the Brotherhood, especially on 
the issue of relations with the United States and the Soviet Union. That he was active in 
both organizations served to increase and spread the Ikhwan’s influence. Dawalibi suc-
ceeded in reaching several ministerial posts, and even held the post of prime Minister 
for about twelve hours before the Shishakli coup of 1952. He had gained fame in Syria 
when in 1946, while serving with the Syrian legation in paris, he helped the palestinian 
leader, Amin al-Husayni, escape trial for war crimes. Apparently, Dawalibi forged his 
own passport and gave it to Husayni.68

A second tier of leaders engaged more in da‘wa than parliamentary activity. Sev-
eral of these are enshrined on the website of the Syrian Brotherhood. These include 
Dr. ‘Abd al-Karim ‘Uthman (born Hama, 1929), who studied philosophy and sociol-
ogy and was considered a charismatic speaker. When Siba‘i fled to Lebanon after the 
movement was outlawed by Adib al-Shishakli, ‘Uthman became Muraqib al-‘Amm of 
the Brotherhood. Muhammad al-Hamid (b. 1910), discussed above, also has pride of 
place as an important Islamist thinker who supported Siba‘i, although not his socialist 
tendencies.69 

The leadership of the Syrian Ikhwan, like that of other Islamic movements, saw 
their movement as all-encompassing, not just as a religious association. Islam, they 
believed, applied to all areas of life, and the appeal of the Brotherhood could therefore 
be an all-encompassing one [da‘wa shamila]. The handbook of the Futuwwa stressed 
this perception. The Ikhwan, it noted, is at once a “religious call [da‘wa diniyya], a 
training and sports organization [jama‘a riyadiyya], an association [dedicated to] study 
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bayan-262/bayan-09.htm.
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[rabita ‘ilmiyya], a social [welfare] organization [munazama ijtima‘iyya], an economic 
enterprise [sharika iqtisadiyya], and a political group [hay’a siyasiyya].”70

It was this perception that the Ikhwan leadership tried to inculcate into the Futuwwa 
youth movement when it established the organization at the Brotherhood’s fourth confer-
ence held in Homs in 1943. The group combined scouting skills with paramilitary train-
ing. Siba‘i stressed that “each mission [da‘wa] has its soldiers who typify it and defend 
it.”71 Basing himself on his own positive experience in the boy scouts [al-kashfiyya], he 
decided along with others that the principles of scouting together with an Islamic empha-
sis could eventually serve the purpose of providing a paramilitary force for the Ikhwan.

As it happened, in 1946 the Syrian government initiated paramilitary education 
in the high schools and termed the groups engaged in this activity futuwwa organiza-
tions.72 Since the Ikhwan’s paramilitary youth organization was also called Futuwwa, 
the confluence of terminology seems to have confused the American legation’s intel-
ligence operatives. A report on the Ikhwan from 1947 admits puzzlement as to the rela-
tionship between the futuwwa and the Ikhwan.73 In fact, the term futuwwa has its origins 
in early Islam, from the 10th to the 12th centuries. Then, as in the period under discus-
sion in Syria, they were an urban phenomenon — groups were men’s clubs that “had 
in common an idealistic tone, a stress on unconditional loyalty of the members to one 
another, and some sort of private ritual.” The original futuwwa also took a keen interest 
in sports and in military discipline.74 Siba‘i perceived his Futuwwa in similar terms. He 
termed the organization one of the most important pillars of the Ikhwan, because it was 
a “school for creating a strong generation, imbued with manliness [rujula], to spread the 
message of the Ikhwan in a spirit of sacrifice, obedience, and order [nizam].”75

According to the handbook, the main goal of the organization was to prepare 
Muslim youth for a life of Islamic jihad based on spiritual training and the development 
of the body. Membership was open to young males from the age of 16. No age ceil-
ing is mentioned. Membership requirements included being a member of the Muslim 
Brotherhood, being “energetic and obedient,” of sound body, and not being a part of 
any other political, cultural, or sporting organization.

Similar to scouting handbooks worldwide, the handbook of the Futuwwa con-
tains requirements that the young recruit must fulfill. Some of these were similar to 
requirements for all scouts, and include camping skills, geography, tracking and trail 
skills, and first aid. Sports include bicycle and motorcycle riding, calisthenics, high and 
long jumping, and rope climbing. Other requirements are concerned with the knowl-
edge of Islam and include the memorization of parts of the Qur’an, the hadith, the Sira 
[the biographies of the prophet], and the times of prayer and how to determine them.

Several of the requirements, however, suggest that the Ikhwan were planning to 
use the Futuwwa as a tool of subversion should the need arise. Members were required 
to learn observation skills, to maneuver at night unseen, and to know the names and 
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addresses of 25 Futuwwa members and those of 25 Ikhwan members who were not in 
the Futuwwa. In addition, they were to become familiar with strategic locations in their 
respective areas. Most significantly, Futuwwa members were required to know the ma-
jor industries in each area, how many Muslims were employed there, and whether the 
ownership of each factory was in Muslim, Christian, or Jewish hands.76

While, as noted above, the nature of Syrian public politics had forced the or-
ganization to pull its punches somewhat in the national political arena and downplay 
sectarian Islamic issues, it is evident that sectarian concerns remained uppermost in the 
minds of the Ikhwan. The institution of the Futuwwa and the skills which its members 
learned certainly seem to indicate that when push came to shove, the Ikhwan was pri-
marily concerned with the advancement and protection of the Sunni Muslim majority 
in Syria. This assumption is in keeping with the history of the Levant, which saw, be-
ginning in the 1930s, the development of several paramilitary youth organizations with 
sectarian raisons d’être, such as the phalanges [al-Kata’ib] in Lebanon for Maronites 
and the Najjada in Lebanon and palestine for Sunni Muslims.77

Writing in the early 1950s, Siba‘i noted that the Futuwwa was established in all 
Ikhwan centers, the most active chapters being in Homs, Aleppo, Damascus, Hama, Idlib, 
and Dayr al-Zur.78 He mentions three summer camps held for the training of the Futu-
wwa: in Yabrud in 1945 with 300 participants, Latakia in 1946, and in Misyaf in 1947.79 
The Muslim Brotherhood also used the Futuwwa as a force during a strike in 1946.80

PoLITICAL ANd SoCIAL ACTIoN

The Ikhwan was active in many other spheres as well. given the political and social 
mobilization of the lower classes during this period, it is no surprise that the Brotherhood 
spent much time trying to organize various groups of workers. Siba‘i wrote that the da‘wa 
of the Ikhwan had set before it the goal of guiding the workers towards their rights, so the 
organization had established schools for them in order to eliminate illiteracy.81

The emphasis on the worker seemed to evolve from the Ikhwan’s competition with the 
Communist party. In the translation of the document, “Aims and principles of the Moslim 
Brotherhood” included in the US legation’s dispatch of December 1947, the Ikhwan’s per-
ception of the government’s obligation toward the workers is that of a welfare state. It is the 
state which “must grant the means of labor to each individual and must guarantee to each 
laborer a home in which to live.” In the eyes of the American legation, this perception “is in 
line with the thinking of advanced social security advocates.”82 With respect to unions, too, 
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in certain cities the Ikhwan apparently exerted significant influence. One scholar claims that 
in Damascus, for instance, 70% of the weavers’ unions were loyal to the Ikhwan; in Homs 
and Hama, Brotherhood members became the leaders of several unions.83

Memoirs of Ba‘th officials mention the Ikhwan as political competitors, although 
generally quite briefly and disparagingly, as a “reactionary” movement. For instance, 
Ba‘thi official Sami al-Jundi notes that the Brotherhood played a central role in Syr-
ian politics of the period, and assessed that the organization had created a popular force 
[quwwa sha‘biyya] which had some support for its views, particularly in Damascus.84 
Mustafa Tlas, who eventually became Defense Minister under the Ba‘th, was from al-
Rastan, a town near Homs, from whence Siba‘i hailed. He mentions his meetings with 
Siba‘i and the latter’s attempt to recruit him, and evinces a grudging admiration for 
Siba‘i’s political acumen as an opponent of the Ba‘th. Tlas also notes that a member of 
the Brotherhood tried to kill him.85

As noted above, the Brotherhood was particularly active in the establishment of 
workers’ “schools.” These schools mostly involved the giving of lectures at the various 
Ikhwan centers. In addition to the basic goal of eliminating illiteracy, the Ikhwan provided 
tutoring for workers and their children to prepare them for the various matriculation ex-
ams. Siba‘i claims that several of these students went on to become members of faculties 
at universities in the West.86

Alongside the Futuwwa, the Ikhwan operated several sport clubs, as part of “imple-
menting what Islam demands concerning the training of one’s body.” The strongest clubs 
were the Nadi Fityan Badr basketball club in Damascus and the Qadisiyya Club in Homs.87

On what might be termed the moral plane, the Ikhwan engaged in several social 
welfare activities. Each center had a committee responsible for coordinating donations 
gathered from the members to be distributed to the sick and the needy. In addition, some 
centers established “poor person’s Day” [yawm al-Faqir] during which committees would 
pass through the markets to collect money for the poor.88 The Brotherhood also initiated 
a campaign in July 1947 to discourage prostitution, with some apparent success. The 
American legation report notes that the Brotherhood’s newspaper, al-Manar, “produced 
husbands for repenting sinners and ran a blow by blow account of the redemption of their 
souls. Details on the marriage of more than thirty former prostitutes were given wide play 
and in true evangelistic style their present happiness was contrasted with their former 
misery and degradation.”89

Like other political groups in Syria, the Brotherhood had its own newspaper. It was 
founded as al-Manar in 1947, co-edited by Siba‘i and Bashir al-‘Awf. It remained the 
official organ of the Ikhwan until it was outlawed in mid-1949 by Husni Za‘im following 
his ascent to power in a military coup d’état. It reappeared just prior to the November 
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1949 elections as al-Manar al-Jadid, no longer as the official organ of the movement, but 
in practice remaining its main mouthpiece. Al-Manar al-Jadid was outlawed by Syrian 
strongman Adib al-Shishakli in 1952, but began publishing again following Shishakli’s 
ouster in 1954.90

Several points with respect to al-Manar al-Jadid are worthy of interest. According 
to the US legation report, the Brotherhood once attacked the Roxy Theatre in Damascus 
when the management announced a “ladies day” promotion scheme.91 But the newspaper 
did not; even a cursory glance at issues of the paper from 1951 will reveal advertisements 
for movies with photographs of men and women embracing, and a running advertisement 
for palmolive soap showing a blond beauty, her back exposed, clutching a towel to her 
breasts.92 Apparently, a puritanical version of Islam was not reflected in the pages of the 
paper if it interfered with advertising revenue.

The content of the newspaper overall does evince an emphasis on Islam, but other 
burning political issues of the day are given greater prominence. This reflects the role the 
Ikhwan attempted to play in Syrian politics: whereas Islam was its ultimate concern, the 
Brotherhood’s proximate goals concerned issues of the day, for the group could not afford 
to be pigeonholed as a strictly Islamic party that was oblivious to social and political reali-
ties. The dynamics of Syrian politics required that all parties have an appeal beyond their 
own ethnic group or sectarian affiliation, and the Syrian Ikhwan did.

On March 12, 1958, Egypt’s ‘Abd al-Nasser promulgated a decree dissolving all 
political parties in the Syrian “region” of the United Arab Republic (UAR). His decree ex-
plicitly included the Syrian Muslim Brotherhood.93 While welcoming the union, the Mus-
lim Brotherhood refused to disband their organization, claiming that the founding of the 
UAR was not its final goal, which remained the unification of the whole Muslim world.94

 CoNCLUSIoN: MAKING ThE BEST oF A BAd SITUATIoN

In the face of the growing popularity of the radical secular parties, which in-
creasingly set the tone of discourse in Syrian politics, the Muslim Brotherhood fought 
a rearguard battle in the 1950s to simultaneously keep Islam on the agenda, attract 
votes, and protect the interests of the majority Sunnis. In doing so, they were forced 
into apologetics, lapsing into the discourse of the time, which was one of “socialism” 
and universalism. A sectarian appeal to Sunni Muslim solidarity was simply out of step 
with contemporary thought. Yet the tension between Sunni sectarianism on one hand, 
and the more general political agenda demanded by parliamentary politics on the other, 
was in keeping with the idiosyncratic realities of Syrian politics in this period.

It was this “forcing” of its ideology that took the punch out of the Ikhwan’s mes-
sage. They never really had a chance in Syria, despite its Muslim majority. To many 
of the new counter-elites who set the tone of postwar Syrian politics, the da‘wa of the 
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Ikhwan was an anachronism.
Although they had a vast mosque network at their disposal, the Muslim Brother-

hood never succeeded in developing a mass organizational structure, such as the one 
that characterized the Ba‘th. The ‘ulama’ who led the Ikhwan in Syria — unlike their 
non-‘ulama’ cohorts in Egypt — were not adept at the techniques needed to establish 
a mass movement. Moreover, the persecution of the Muslim Brotherhood in Egypt by 
‘Abd al-Nasser, who enjoyed immense popularity in Syria, led to a drop in the Ikhwan’s 
popularity. For the duration of the UAR, the Ikhwan al-Muslimun of Syria were out 
of business. Mustafa al-Siba‘i managed to remain in the political limelight dominated 
by ‘Abd al-Nasser thanks to the adoption of his book, Ishtirakiyyat al-Islam, by the 
Egyptian regime — a uniquely Syrian Ikhwani contribution that arose out of the Syrian 
political experience. He thus enjoyed the regime’s favor while his fellow Ikhwan re-
mained in ‘Abd al-Nasser’s prisons. Siba‘i turned over the reins of leadership to ‘Isam 
al-‘Attar in 1961 for reasons of health. 95 He died in 1964.

AFTERWoRd: CoMPLETING ThE CIRCLE? ThE IKHWAN FRoM 
1961

The Syrian Muslim Brotherhood never died out. The Ikhwan resumed its activity 
following the secession of Syria from the UAR in 1961. It continued to be active, even 
following the Ba‘th coup of March 1963, opposing the secular nature of government 
reforms and those socialist reforms which harmed the Ikhwan’s constituency.

The second Ba‘th coup of February 1966 contributed to the growing power of 
the ‘Alawi component of the Ba‘th, which have dominated the party until the present 
day. ‘Alawis have traditionally been considered heretics by many mainstream Sunni 
Muslims. The eventual domination by the ‘Alawis of all positions of power in Syria 
caused a significant change in the focus of Ikhwan activity and rhetoric, which placed 
greater emphasis on an anti-‘Alawi campaign, concentrating on the persecution of the 
Orthodox Sunni majority by the heterodox ‘Alawi minority.96 It pulled no punches and 
became avowedly sectarian, in complete contrast to its earlier incarnation.

While the traditional Sunni elite was in power, the Brotherhood remained a politi-
cal party similar to other new parties. The ‘Alawi-dominated Ba‘th, however, was a new 
elite, and a non-Sunni one at that. The government thus became a clear enemy, clearly 
focusing the Brotherhood’s goals. The Brotherhood appealed to the survival instincts 
of the Sunni community, dropping all pretenses of universalism that characterized the 
Brotherhood’s discourse up to 1958. It was this change of emphasis that led in part to 
the sectarian violence during the 1970s that culminated in the Brotherhood’s massacre 
of ‘Alawi artillery cadets in Aleppo in 1979 and the uprising in Hama in February 1982. 
The uprising was brutally put down.

Many thought that Syrian president Hafiz al-Asad’s repression had brought an 
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end to the Brotherhood once and for all. But in the 1990s the Ikhwan underwent some-
thing of a rehabilitation. Both the regime and the Ikhwan resolved to put their bitter 
conflict behind them; al-Asad was concerned about his country’s economic woes, and 
was trying to smooth the way for his son’s succession. The Brotherhood, for its part, 
was prepared to recognize the regime if its leaders could return, probably in the hope 
of regaining a foothold. Most of those incarcerated were released, many who were in 
exile abroad were allowed to return, and the regime allowed several members to run as 
independents in the people’s Assembly elections of 1990, 1994, and 1998. Interviews 
given by Brotherhood officials expressed a desire for reconciliation and were bereft 
of the sectarian attacks on the ‘Alawis that had characterized Ikhwan discourse in the 
1970s and 1980s. After al-Asad’s death in June 2000, the Brotherhood issued concilia-
tory statements toward his son and successor, Bashar, and Bashar responded by releas-
ing more Brotherhood activists from prison.97

In May 2001, the Ikhwan issued its most important statement in nearly 20 years: 
in addition to political pluralism, it called for turning over a new leaf in its relations with 
the regime.98 It was hoped that the touting of Bashar as a forward-looking liberal was not 
all hype, although in the end the “Damascus Spring” proved quite short-lived. 

Authoritarian, ‘Alawi-dominated Syria is a far cry from the parliamentary politics 
of the 1940s and 1950s. During those years, despite privately held sectarian views, the 
Ikhwan tried to integrate into the Syrian political system and was prepared, more or 
less, to play by the rules. The sectarian politics of the Islamic revolt of 1976–1982 may 
have been an aberration. given the opportunity, the Syrian Muslim Brotherhood might 
once again try its hand at parliamentary politics. In a 2005 interview, Ikhwan leader ‘Ali 
Sadr al-Din al-Bayanuni indicated as much.99 Whether the Brotherhood is sincere still 
remains to be put to the test, and that remains unlikely for now.
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