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{Allah is the Light of the heavens and the earth. His light is like a niche in which there is a lamp, the lamp is in a
crystal, the crystal is like a shining star, lit from ˹the oil of˺ a blessed olive tree, ˹located˺ neither to the east nor the
west, whose oil would almost glow, even without being touched by fire. Light upon light! Allah guides whomever
He wills to His light. And Allah sets forth parables for humanity. For Allah has ˹perfect˺ knowledge of all things.}
[The Holy Quran. An-Nur: 35].
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Abstract
In the following text I focus on family history in the Levant region, particularly Palestine and Syria, during times of
social and political unrest in the 20th century. I trace the story of Dr. Nahla Al Qazak, a Palestinian-Syrian,
originally from Haifa, Palestine, documenting two major events in her life: firstly, her family’s forced migration
from Haifa in 1948, and secondly, her husband’s arrest and subsequent murder in Damascus in 1980. Throughout
the text I shed light on the individual’s struggle and perseverance of traditional elite Arab families in the Levant,
with a special focus on the role of educated women as they navigate their way through a vibrant political culture, a
turbulent systematic destabilization of society, armed conflicts, and political oppression. I also pay particular
attention to the creation and consequences of an intellectual countermovement challenging the leftist ideology of the
bureaucratic-military-authoritarian regime of the Baath Party and Hafez al-Assad’s police state in Syria, that
preaches democratic values rooted in conservative Islamic traditions. Further, I explore the root causes of the current
ongoing civil unrest in Syria that started in 2011. I examine the fundamental narratives of the political struggle
between Liberal, Socialist, Leftist, Nationalist, and Islamist forces over the nation and the history of the Syrian
Muslim Brotherhood in relation to the formative years of Hafez al-Assad’s patriarchal cult of personality and
military regime. As a primary source I relied on oral family history documented through interviews with Dr. Nahla
Al Qazak along with family photographs, and family and archival texts from the time period. In addition, I examined
speeches and statements made by prominent Syrian political figures, including statesmen, judges, and opposition
leaders, who were active during the years examined throughout this text.
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Timeline of Historical Events (1948 - 1980):
Year

Events

1948

Deir Yassin Massacre on April 9, 1948.
Mass exodus of Palestinians ‘al-Nakba’ intensifies.
Declaration of the independent state of Israel on May 14, 1948.
Arab-Israeli War began on the eve of May 14, 1948.
The Qazak Family leaves Haifa, Palestine on a boat, to Tyre (Ṣūr), Lebanon. They move into the ElBuss refugee camp.
The Qazak Family leaves Lebanon, to Damascus, Syria, in the back of a truck. They move into the
historic Jobar Synagogue complex.

1949

Armistice agreements signed on March 10, 1949.

1952

Egyptian revolution of July 23, 1952.

1955

Shukri al-Quwatli was elected President of Syria on September 6, 1955.

1656

Gamal Abdel Nasser was elected President of Egypt on June 23, 1956.
Nationalization of the Suez Canal Company on July 26, 1956.

1957

Syrian Crisis of 1957.
The Syrian parliamentary election of 1957. Mustafa al-Siba'i vs. Riyadh al-Malki.

1958

The United Arab Republic (UAR) formed between Syria and Egypt on February 1, 1958.

1959

In the 11th grade, 1959 or 1960, Nahla Al Qazak was elected Secretary of the Arab Student Union in
the Northern Territory of the United Arab Republic from Damascus.

1960

Nahla Al Qazak met Gamal Abdel Nasser in Cairo, Egypt, in the spring of 1960.

1961

Syria seceded from the United Arab Republic in a coup d'etat on September 28, 1961.
Nazim al-Qudsi was elected President of Syria on December 14, 1961.
Nahla Al Qazak falls into depression and adopts a more conservative understanding of Islam.

1962

Nahla Al Qazak enrolled in the Faculty of Medicine at the University of Damascus.
Emergency meeting of the Arab League Council, in Chtaura, Lebanon, on 22 - 30 August 1962.

1963

Syrian coup d'état of March 8, 1963. The Baath Party ascended to power.
Amin al-Hafez was appointed President of Syria on July 27, 1963.
Syria's Emergency Law was put into effect in 1963 by the Baath Party.

1964

The Hama riot occurred in April 1964.

1965

Umayyad Mosque, Great Mosque of Damascus, protests of 1965.
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Nahla Al Qazak’s brother was detained in the Mezzeh prison after the Umayyad Mosque protest.
Nahla Al Qazak met Abd Alwadood Yusuf Barghouth after the Umayyad Mosque protest.
Israeli spy Eli Cohen was executed in the Marjeh Square of Damascus on May 18, 1965.
1966

Syrian coup d'état of February 23, 1966, ousted Amin al-Hafez.

1967

The six-day war of 5 -10 June 1967, or the an-Naksah "The Setback” of 1967.
Nahla Al Qazak and Abd Alwadood Yusuf Barghouth got married.

1968

Nahla Al Qazak and Abd Alwadood Yusuf Barghouth had their first child, a daughter, in September
1968.
Nahla Al Qazak graduated at the top of her class from the Faculty of Medicine at the University of
Damascus.

1970

The Black September crisis of 1970 in Jordan.
The Syrian coup d'état of November 13, 1970, known as the Corrective Movement. Hafez al-Assad
becomes the de-facto leader of Syria.

1971

Syrian presidential election on March 22, 1971. Hafez al-Assad, the only candidate, became President.

1972

Abd Alwadood Yusuf Barghouth graduated from Ain Shams University with a master's degree in
history.
The Qazak Family purchased a new home in al-Baramkeh neighborhood of Damascus.

1975

Abd Alwadood Yusuf Barghouth published Tafsir al-Mu'mnin (The Interpretation of Believers).

1976

The Islamist Uprising in Syria began against the Baath Government of Hafez al-Assad.

1979

Abd Alwadood Yusuf Barghouth established Sham Press, a printing and publishing firm.
The Aleppo Artillery School massacre transpired on June 16, 1979.
Abd Alwadood Yusuf Barghouth traveled to Aleppo to meet with leaders of the Muslim Brotherhood.

1980

Siege of Aleppo started on April 1, 1980 and lasted until February 1981.
Abd Alwadood Yusuf Barghouth publicly called for a general strike in Damascus, Syria.
Nahla Al Qazak and Abd Alwadood Yusuf Barghouth were arrested from their home on March 31,
1980.
Syrian Doctors’ Syndicate threatened staging a strike demanding the release of medical personnel.
Nahla Al Qazak was released. Abd Alwadood Yusuf Barghouth was tortured and killed by the Assad
regime.
Hafez al-Assad’s assassination attempt on June 26, 1980.
Tadmor Prison Massacre on June 27, 1980.
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Preface
Syria’s struggle for democracy, political accountability, freedom of expression, and economic prosperity is
ingrained in the Syrian consciousness and history. The current civil unrest in Syria that started in 2011 as part of the
Arab Spring Uprisings, a true revolution against utmost forms of tyranny, is not new nor contemporary. Its roots go
back to the inception of modern Syria in the early 20th century. The idea of Syria, a democratic nation where rights
and freedoms are preserved and where the government truly represents and serves the people, is a dream that will
not be dismantled nor destroyed by any autocratic-military regime. In spite of extreme viciousness and brutality, we,
the Syrian people, continue to dream.
The Assad regime’s most fervent wish is to erase the collective memory of the Syrian people. Our refusal
to forget and continued preservation of memory is an act of defiance. By this idea I was inspired to write this text.
Keeping a collective record of all the stories, photos, and words, is the Syrian people’s testimony. Writing this text is
my humble contribution to a narrative that is deeply rooted in family history and covers national and transnational
territories. Through it I hope to have demonstrated the interconnectedness of ordinary lives, political ideologies, and
movements that continue to shape the Middle East as we know it today. I aimed to illustrate that the true modern
Middle Eastern history is not that written by the state but is rather the collective experience of individuals and
families. Syria’s true history is the collective record of its people not the rhetoric of tyrannical regimes. Our history
lies in our collective desire for democracy and the shared systematic attempts to destroy our blazing hopes and
aspirations.
Through the process of writing this text, conducting archival research, recording conversations, and
questing photos and documents, I recognized the many privileges those who came before me struggled to provide
me with. For them, writing this text has become not only an act of self-fulfillment rather it is an act of collective
fulfilment, collective defiance, and collective survival. Because of them I now have the ability and freedom to
document the history of those who were unjustly erased from our memory. By that I mean political activists,
historians, journalists, intellectuals, and ordinary men and women who for a century now have risen in Syria against
injustice and sacrificed their lives for the future, an idea, and a dream, that we, Syrians, have yet to achieve. I wrote
this text while fully aware of the mountain on which I stand, a mountain of compiled bodies of young and old
humans killed arbitrarily for the dream of democracy–none of whom can speak or tell their story–silenced by a
criminal, legitimized as a president, a leader, a rightful owner of a land, a country, a nation. I wrote this text because
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those tortured souls, like my maternal grandfather Abd Alwadood Yusuf Barghouth, died for me to write. They died
so one day, one day in the bleak future, a person says: I am here – we are here, they were here.
My work does not end at this point, rather this is only the beginning.
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Introduction
The individual’s story lies at the heart of the national and regional histories of the Modern Middle East. It is
the individuals, ordinary and not so ordinary men and women, who impel the events we perceive as historical
movements. And for far too long history of the Modern Middle East, particularly the Levant region, has been
examined through the lives and actions of illegitimate players like violent authoritarian dictators or colonial forces.
For generations we failed to look beneath the layer of authoritarian dominance that continues to paint the region in
one black color despite its vibrant multidimensionality to unveil the stories of those who persistently persevere and
remain standing in defiance against the unimaginable political and economic pressures imposed upon them by the
police states. Their mere survival is a testimony to the strength, capabilities, and ingenuity of the people of the
Levant region, specifically Syria, and the Middle East more broadly today.
Following in the footsteps of the few in number yet monumental in scope works by historian Leila Tarazi
Fawaz, A Land of Aching Hearts: The Middle East in the Great War, and Struggle and Survival in the Modern
Middle East edited by Edmund Burke III and David Yaghoubian, this text is a humble invitation to examine Modern
Middle East history from a bottom-up perspective. It is an effort to stay away from the deceiving official narratives
of the police states and authoritarian figures, and to place the individual’s story, specifically that of women, at the
center of historical analysis where it rightfully belongs. This text is a small attempt to take back ownership of the
modern Levant history, the narrative that has for too long been seized by murderous autocratic governments
particularly the Baath regime in Syria. My hope is for this text to serve as a humble reminder and a testimony that
notwithstanding the darkness in which the Assad regime continues to put Syria through, hope remains present in the
lives of those standing in dissent firmly rooted in their deep beliefs in democracy, liberty, and justice for all.
Throughout the following pages I trace the story of Dr. Nahla Al Qazak, my maternal grandmother,
beginning in 1948 at the moment of her family’s forced migration from Haifa, Palestine, and ending in 1980 when
her husband, my maternal grandfather, Abd Alwadood Yusuf Barghouth, was arrested, tortured, and murdered by
the Assad regime in Damascus, Syria. Interweaving the historical and biographical narratives throughout the text is
intentional to demonstrate how the educated women of the elite class, to which Nahla and her family belong,
navigated the turbulent waters of the mid to late 20th century in Syria, a time when Nationalist, Socialist, and
Islamist ideologies grappled over the modern nation’s identity. The biographical and historical narratives presented
deliberately traverse class, religious, and political boundaries in an effort to showcase the profound complexities of
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Syria, in particular, and the Levant region more generally. On the one hand, the text strives to unveil the systematic,
deliberate and premeditated sustained destabilization of family–the basic building block of Syrian society–in the
pursuit of illegitimate, vicious, and totalitarian forms of political dominance; on the other hand, the text documents
the bravery of Syrian women as embodied in the story of my grandmother Dr. Nahla Al Qazak, who against utmost
forms of injustice safeguarded her family and, therefore, prevailed.
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Chapter 1: Nahla Al Qazak: Traditional Upbringing and Transformation of a Young Arab Woman.
Introduction:
When viewed through the optical prism of the individual experience in the 20th century, Syria reveals a
dynamic state of mayhem at the core of its seemingly perpetual self-flagellation. A treacherous coalescence of
autocracy, theocracy, and nationalism precipitates in an eternal egoistic cyclone of revenge that emits endless
violence, death, and destruction. In today’s Syria, these feuding powers succeeded in drowning out the people’s
aspirations for democratic self-determination. Through the persistent encouragement of a liminal state of oppression,
the autocratic and theocratic powers in Syria generated an equilibrium rooted in mutual reliance to preserve the
current status quo of stable disruption.
In this chapter, I trace the formative years in Dr. Nahla Al Qazak’s life, starting in the late 1940s in
Palestine until early 1960s in Syria. Nahla, my maternal grandmother, is an elite, highly educated Muslim
conservative nationalized-Syrian woman from a Palestinian background. In her youth, she was bombarded by the
feuding powers and ideologies in Syria, namely pan-Arabism and Islamic revivalism. After her family’s forced
migration from Haifa, Palestine, in 1948, Nahla sought an in-depth understanding of the regional and domestic
political dynamics that could provide a sense of stability and calm within the persistent vortex of political mayhem
that crossed political, economic, social, and religious boundaries. Nahla’s individual experience illustrates the
perpetual floundering that Syria particularly, and the Arab world broadly, resuscitate continuously in an eternal
attempt to maintain the crumbling status quo.
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Birth and Migration from Haifa, Palestine.
Family Background and Life in Haifa, Palestine, pre-1948:
Nahla Al Qazak was born in 1942, in Haifa, Palestine, to a local aristocratic family known as the Builders
of Haifa. Her father was an Effendi,1 who owned a construction company, and vast lands he had inherited in Mount
Carmel the largest stone quarry in the region, a thriving legume business managed by his brothers and cousins, and a
family name known throughout the Levant – or Greater Syria. Her mother was educated in English schools in
Mandatory Palestine in addition to the traditional education aristocratic women received, which included training in
music, foreign languages, and world literature. She was also taught sewing, a practical skill she later used to feed her
family in their early days as refugees in Damascus, Syria.
The Qazak family had close ties to both the British and Jewish communities in Haifa. After years of
miscarriages, the family’s Jewish doctor Dr. Hirsch and Jewish midwife Hadassah, who rented a property from the
Qazaks, delivered Nahla in April 1942. Although she was born premature, the family was able to provide the best
available treatments to ensure her survival. In her childhood, she was cared for by British nurses. Nahla’s life in
Haifa was short and often rocked by tragedy and instability, given the local, regional and international political
climates at the time. She was born during the height of the armed resistance movement, a continuation of the Great
Palestinian-Arab Revolt,2 which fought against the British mandate in Palestine and the Zionist movement. Despite
her family’s standing, the revolutionary cause hit close to home, as her father was a major financial backer for the
local rebels, particularly the followers of the influential revolutionary leader, Sheikh ‘Izz al-Din al-Qassam. Later in
1948, Nahla’s father engaged in direct armed resistance against the Zionist state.
The Qazak family lived in a modern three-story family building overlooking the Haifa port on the
Mediterranean Sea. Nahla’s grandparents occupied the family’s old stone home on Mount Carmel, also overlooking
the Mediterranean, which was originally built by the three great Qazak grandfathers who had migrated to Haifa from
a small village near Acre in the 19th century. Nahla remembers the formative years of her childhood in Haifa very
well – a time marked with great family prosperity, underscored by an armed national conflict for independence and

1
Effendi: A man of property and authority who also holds high education or social standing in an Eastern
Mediterranean or Arab country.
2

Tom Bowden, "The Politics of the Arab Rebellion in Palestine 1936-39." Middle Eastern Studies 11, no. 2
(1975): 147-74. Accessed March 25, 2021. http://www.jstor.org/stable/4282565.
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identity, and later contrasted against the utmost forms of despair brought about by sudden forced migration and life
as a refugee.
Nahla remembers the old family stone house vividly. Her great grandfathers carved the name Qazak, in
Arabic, over the lintel stone of the then modest front gate, forever carving their name into Haifa’s history for better
and for worse. By the time of her birth, the family’s stone home was much grander in size and prominence; not only
did her grandparents live there, but it was where the entire Qazak family gathered on Fridays after prayers. She
recalls walking to school in the morning, going down the steps leading to the shore where her school was located,
and in the afternoons, she often walked around the Wadi Nisnas neighborhood before taking steps back up to her
grandparents’ house. Even at that young age, she was aware of her family’s standing in the community and knew of
her father’s influence. Three of Nahla’s siblings were also born in Haifa in the short years between 1942 and 1948.
They were the fourth Qazak generation to be born in Haifa, Palestine; at the time the family had no intention of ever
leaving despite the intensified Jewish migration to Palestine and the international plans to establish a Zionist state.

Figure 1. The Qazak Brothers. This photo was taken in 1934 in Haifa, Palestine. Nahla’s father, Abd Alaal Al Qazak, is sitting on
the left side of the photograph, wearing a white bow tie, with his two brothers. The eldest Qazak brother is in the center. Source:
private family archives.
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1940s / Jewish Immigration to Palestine, local and global political climate:
From the mid 1930s onward, Jewish immigration to Palestine heightened, largely as a result of Europeans
fleeing the Nazi’s extermination of the Jews. It became apparent that a Zionist state was to be declared in
accordance with what became known as the November 2nd, 1917, Balfour Declaration,3 which declared the
sympathies and commitment of King George V of England, and his government, with the “Jewish and Zionist
aspirations … to establish a national home for the Jews in Palestine.” In his declaration, Balfour also insisted on
protecting the “civil and religious rights of existing non-Jewish communities in Palestine”4 a statement that was
utterly disregarded by the Jewish militias and the Zionist state.
The Jewish settler communities in Palestine established local and regional institutions, and created the
foundation for a Jewish state, with the supervision of the British mandatory government. In April 1936 in Mandatory
Palestine, Arab locals who worked in labor and transportation went on a strike that lasted for six months.5 That same
year, Nahla’s father had won a major government construction contract which tasked his company with building 36
housing units in Haifa, probably for incoming Jewish settlers. An announcement was made in the national
newspaper declaring him the winner of this contract. Even though the contract had been signed and large amounts of
the funds had already been dispensed and allocated, however, Nahla’s father, his Jewish architects, and local
workers went on strike. He refused to work for six full months during what would come to be known as the Arab
General Strike of 1936, and it was this tension that led to the Great Palestinian-Arab Revolt from 1936 to 1939
(Kabha 2003, 1).
To facilitate the establishment of a Zionist state as a de-facto reality on the ground, Palestinian landowners
in Haifa, most of whom were friends of the Qazak family, were offered large sums of money as part of property
buyouts by the Jewish settler communities and newly established institutions. Forecasting the imminent and

3
Arthur James Balfour (1848-1930) was Prime Minister of the United Kingdom from 1902 to 1905, and
Foreign Secretary in 1917, when he issued the Balfour Declaration on behalf of the British government and then
King George V.
4

For the complete text, and brief historic discussion and analysis, of the 1917 Balfour Declaration visit
Israel Ministry of Foreign Affairs, The Balfour Declaration: 100 years of international recognition of the Jewish
people’s right to self-determination in their historic homeland, the Land of Israel. October 29, 2017. Accessed
March 31, 2021. https://mfa.gov.il/MFA/ForeignPolicy/Issues/Pages/The-Balfour-Declaration.aspx.
5

Mustafa Kabha, "The Palestinian Press and the General Strike, April-October 1936: "Filastin" as a Case
Study," Middle Eastern Studies 39, no. 3 (2003): 169-89. Accessed December 14, 2020, 1.
http://www.jstor.org/stable/4284312.
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inevitable future Zionist state, many Palestinian-Arabs considered the land buyout as an opportunity to liquidate
their assets and facilitate a quiet move to other Arab cities nearby like Amman, Beirut, or Damascus. Thus, it is
important to mention that many Arab notables in Palestine sold their lands willfully to avoid possible confiscation;
however, being part of the armed and civil resistance movement, Nahla’s father and his brothers did not. The Qazaks
and their acquaintances, including Arab Jews, combined their resources and connections to resist the land buyouts,
and Nahla’s family purchased hundreds of acres around Haifa and Acre. Large segments of the lands were actually
olive groves on Mount Carmel. The wealthy families in Haifa also strengthened local Arab institutions in response
to the Jewish settlers. They provided loans to small businesses for young Arab entrepreneurs and to build schools.6
As the conflict intensified between the local Arabs and the Jewish settlers, many of the prominent families
in Haifa and Acre continued to sell their properties, at high prices, and continued to move to Damascus and Beirut.
Watching her lifelong close friends and family leave, one family at a time, Nahla’s mother urged her husband to
make the move as well. After all, she reasoned, they already had friends and business acquaintances in Damascus
and family in Beirut, including a few of her sisters. To this day, Nahla remembers an argument between her parents
in which her mother requested some money to invest in a property in Lebanon. At the time her sister’s family had
purchased land in Ras Beirut, close to the shore, and planned to build a family building there.
Nahla’s mother wanted to make plans quietly in case they were forced to leave Haifa suddenly. For her
father, however, leaving was not an option. He was convinced that if the Qazaks left, all of their friends and
neighbors would follow, initiating a major exodus from Haifa and leaving it easy prey for the Zionists. In his mind,
the only option was to continue his support for the resistance and carry on as normally as possible. Unable to invest
in property outside Palestine, Nahla’s mother invested in gold instead, purchasing large numbers of gold twisted
bracelets that were in fashion at the time. Her plan was not to wear them but to sell the bracelets in case the family
was uprooted suddenly,7 which, it turns out, is exactly what happened.

6

Nahla Al Qazak, interview with author, November 7, 2020.

7

Nahla Al Qazak, interview with author, November 7, 2020.
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Deir Yassin Massacre of 1948:
On April 9th, 1948, Jewish fighters from the extremist groups known as Lehi and Irgun carried out an
assault on Deir Yassin, a village west of Jerusalem. Having faced armed resistance, these Jewish militias attacked
Deir Yassin and responded with absolute brutality. They killed around one hundred ten civilians (mostly women and
children), bombed houses, and burned dead bodies in piles.8 News of the massacre quickly spread throughout
Mandatory Palestine, the greater Levant region, and the world. The Deir Yassin Massacre was compared to Nazi
crimes in the media and condemned globally. The brutality of the Jewish militias initiated a mass exodus of
Palestinians, eventually labeled as ‘al-Nakba,’ from Haifa and other Palestinian communities. At once, local Arabs,
Muslims and Christians left their homes in haste, fearing brutal slaughter by far-right Zionist groups.
Not coincidentally, in the weeks following the Deir Yassin Massacre, the armed conflict between Arab and
Zionist Jewish militias escalated. For the most part, the British Mandatory government stood aside idle in the face of
the rising tensions and violence. Instead of attempting to subdue the situation, the British facilitated the declaration
of the independent state of Israel on May 14th, 1948. On the following day, May 15th, the British Mandate for
Palestine was officially terminated.9 On that same eve of May 14th, the Arab nations declared war on Israel and
launched an air attack against Tel Aviv. Within hours Arab armies from Lebanon, Syria, Iraq, and Egypt entered the
Palestinian territories, formally starting the Arab-Israeli War of 1948, and which ended on March 10th, 1949.10 The
signing of armistice agreements between Israel and neighboring Egypt, Jordan, Lebanon, and Syria, ended the
ongoing hostilities and established what became known as the Green Line. 11 During the conflict years of December
1947 and January 1949, nearly seventy massacres were documented as having been committed by the Zionist and
Israeli forces against the local Palestinians.12

Ofer Aderet, “Testimonies From the Censored Deir Yassin Massacre: 'They Piled Bodies and Burned
Them',” Haaretz, July 16 2017. Accessed on February 20, 2021. https://www.haaretz.com/israelnews/MAGAZINE-testimonies-from-the-censored-massacre-at-deir-yassin-1.5494094.
8

National Army Museum, “The British Army in Palestine.” Accessed December 13, 2020,
https://www.nam.ac.uk/explore/conflict-Palestine.
9

Office of the Historian, “The Arab-Israeli War of 1948,” US Department of State. Accessed March 4,
2021. https://history.state.gov/milestones/1945-1952/arab-israeli-war.
10

11

12

The Green Line was considered the de facto Israeli border until the 1967 Six-Day War.

Saleh Abdel Jawad, "Zionist Massacres: The Creation of the Palestinian Refugee Problem in the 1948
War." In Israel and the Palestinian Refugees, 59-127. Beiträge Zum Ausländischen öffentlichen Recht Und
Völkerrecht. Berlin, Heidelberg: Springer Berlin Heidelberg. Page, 60.

Al Rifay 19

Leaving Haifa, 1948 Boat Trip:
Nahla Al Qazak was only seven years old in 1948, and it was amidst the growing turmoil that her family
fled Haifa overnight. One night, either after the Deir Yassin Massacre in April or the declaration of the independent
state of Israel in May, Nahla’s maternal grandmother arranged for a private boat to move her family out of Haifa,
and on to Lebanon. With the help of her brother-in-law, Haj Hussein Al Qazak, a merchant, she made the
arrangements in secret, without engaging in discussions with the men in the family, Nahla assumes. For the most
part, the Qazak men at the time were busy on the frontlines, engaging in active armed resistance against the newly
declared state of Israel alongside the Arab armies. Because they were away most of the time, the women had to
assess the situation and make hard decisions independently.
That fateful night, Nahla, her mother and siblings joined their aunts and cousins at her maternal
grandparents’ home for a family gathering. As the bullet sounds intensified, they decided to spend the night together
along with other relatives, who also escaped the clashes, at the home of Haj Hussein, Nahla’s great uncle, near the
German Colony neighborhood in Haifa. A famous legumes and whole grains merchant in the region, Haj Hussein
owned business in Lebanon as well as Syria.
In the wee hours of the morning, the children were quietly awakened, dressed, and fed. They, the women
and children, were driven in private cars to an area near the Haifa port by Nahla’s maternal uncles. Upon their
arrival at the port, they walked across a wooden board crossing the beach sand to the boat, carrying nothing but a
few small bags of belongings, some jewelry, and money. It was a cold moonless night, and Nahla recalls the
howling sounds of wild dogs. They left with the clothes they were wearing and a few blankets for the trip.
On the boat, the captain chose not to turn on the engine or any lights for most of the voyage, fearing an
attack by the Israelis or others. The women helped the few crew members row the boat. Nahla recalls the sound of
the captain and his crew cheering each other up and asking the women to pray, as they embarked on this journey in
the Mediterranean Sea. It was cold, and the wind blew strongly. To Nahla, it appeared as if the boat had lost its way
in the dark waters. The only family man on the boat was Nahla’s great maternal uncle, Haj Hussein. She saw the
worry in his eyes and heard him humming prayers, as the boat busted through the waves. Nahla’s maternal side of
the Qazak family was not particularly conservative, or religious. However, during such moments of anguish and
despair, they found some solace by looking up at the dark skies and praying. They prayed the frightening night and
their angst away during their trip on that boat to safety.
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Nahla’s last memories of Haifa, fragmented yet vivid, remain alive seventy years later. She often talks of
the blinding darkness surrounding them that night as they fled, along with the crisp air of the sea. On the boat, she
sat on the damp floor, and with her small seven-year-old hands, she held onto the cold wet handrails. The few
dimming lights of Haifa to her right slowly disappeared as the boat went deeper into the darkness and farther away
from the coast. On their way out, Nahla kept her sight in the direction of the Qazak family’s old stone house
overlooking the Mediterranean on Mount Carmel. The waves splashed onto her little face, forever carving into her
mind the exact moment when all the distant Haifa lights dissipated, and the darkness overwhelmed. Nahla knew that
this was the last time she would ever see her hometown, Haifa. 13
Nahla recalls her trip out of Haifa:
اذكر كيف مررنا من الشاطئ إلى سفينة على لوح خشب واذكر أن الليل كان شديد الظالم وأن أضواء حيفا كانت تبدو من بعيد على يميننا
.وأن القبطان كان يصعد فوق السارية ويتلفت يمنى ويسرى ويقول (يانسوان ادعو) كأنما السفينة ضلت اتجاهها في البحر
I remember how we passed from the shore to a ship on a plank of wood, and I remember that the night
was very dark, that the lights of Haifa appeared from afar to our right, and that the captain was climbing
over the mast and turning to the right and left and saying, “Pray, women!” as if the ship had strayed in
the sea.

As the sun rose over the Mediterranean, the boat arrived in the city of Tyre (Ṣūr) in Lebanon. Nahla recalls
feeling exhausted by the trip. The sun started to dry her dampened clothes upon their arrival. On the beach her
mother and aunts checked on the children, ensuring that all were present and well. The Tyre beach was relatively
small, and the family walked in a single file over the sand towards the city limits. Leading the march was Haj
Hussein. The locals ran to welcome him on the beach once he was recognized, and they helped him find refuge in
small, old rooms nearby, known as the El-Buss refugee camp.14 The El-Buss refugee camp was originally built by
the French mandatory government to accommodate the influx of Armenian refugees in 1937 to Lebanon. 15
At the El-Buss camp, the scattered rooms were old and spare. They lacked furniture and the roofs leaked.
Nahla, her mother and her siblings were given a very small room with a damp straw mattress, an old unglazed
window, and a metal door. Exhausted from the trip, they slept all that day in Tyre. But upon nightfall, the reality of
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being refugees began to set in. The only bathrooms available were outdoors, dirty, and shared by dozens of other
people. Nahla remembers her mother weeping in silence. She had sat outside the room at night, looking at some
Roman ruins, crying. Her absence woke Nahla, a naturally light sleeper, who joined her mother outside. Nahla held
her mother’s hand, who wiped her tears with a scarf she used to cover her hair on the boat. Embracing her eldest
daughter, Nahla’s mother promised “we will return, soon.”16
Nahla reflects on their arrival in Tyre:
اذكر مسيرتنا على الرمال خطا طويال من المشاة أمامنا ذلك الرجل الكبير عمرا وشهرة تاجر الحبوب المعروف في منطقة الشرق األدنى
 على الرمال تبعثرت غرف فارغة كانت يوما ما مأوى مؤقتا لمهاجري.الحاج حسين القزق عم أمي هرع بعض الناس يسلمون عليه
األرمن انزلونا فيها وبما اني انا وامي وأخوتي كنا ضيوفا عند جدي وجدتي ألمي وكان جميع اقارب امي قد لجأوا في حيفا الى بيت
أنساب الحاج حسين في حي األلمان الذي كان آمنا نسبيا من تقاذف الرصاص خرجنا وليس معنا اال الثياب التي علينا مدينة صور كانت
.)المحطة األولى في رحلة اللجوء (في جنوب لبنان
I remember our march on the sand, a long line of pedestrians, and leading us that old grain merchant,
well known throughout the Near East, Hajj Hussein Al Qazak, my mother’s uncle. Some people rushed
to greet him. On the sand were scattered empty rooms that were once a temporary shelter for Armenian
refugees, they put us in them, and since I, my mother and siblings were guests of my maternal
grandparents, all my mother's relatives had sought refuge in Haifa to the family home of Hajj Hussein in
the German neighborhood, which was relatively safe from the shelling of bullets. We left with nothing,
except for the clothes that we had on, the city of Tyre was the first stop of our asylum trip (in southern
Lebanon).

Most of the elite Palestinian families, like the Qazaks, left, arguably, voluntarily at the start of the 1948 war
fearing slaughter by extremist Jewish paramilitaries or the Israel Defense Forces (IDF). Nahla’s mother might have
been simply comforting her daughter, but she likely also had in mind the promises of a swift return that the Arab
states and their armies had made to the Palestinians. Over seventy years have passed and Nahla has yet to return.
When the family fled, Nahla’s father stayed behind in Haifa, along with his two brothers and the other men
in the Qazak family, who planned to protect their properties and support the war efforts against Israel. However,
within a week or so, Nahla’s father visited his family in Tyre. Arriving exhausted from Acre, he spent the night
outside their room sleeping on the sand. He was horrified by the state of their accommodations -- his four children
and wife were sharing a straw mattress in what practically was a ruin on the Tyre shore, with little food and no
adequate water or sanitation. His wife reproached him. She originally wanted to move out of Haifa quietly into an
apartment in Beirut like her sisters and friends, but his stubborn refusal brought them to this miserable situation.
Although he wanted to return to Haifa immediately, he stayed in Lebanon to help secure proper accommodations for
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the family. Along with Haj Hussein he rented a large traditional style home in Sidon, a city north of Tyre, where
Nahla’s maternal family resettled. He then returned to Acre on a boat as thousands of Palestinian refugees fled the
war to Lebanon, and from Haifa he arranged to ship a few personal belongings to his family in Sidon; 17 a few items
that for decades continued to remind the family of their beautiful life that was pulverized into dust.

Figure 2. British Passport. Nahla’s father’s passport, on which the family is listed as well, was issued on September 12, 1946, in
Mandatory Palestine. Source: private family archives.

Refugee family in Damascus, Syria.
Refugees, Life in the Jobar Synagogue:
As the war intensified and the refugee crisis mounted, in search of more permanent living accommodations
Nahla’s father decided to relocate his family from Lebanon to Syria despite having most of the maternal side of the
family in Lebanon. He had a business partner in Al-Tall, a small town outside Damascus, and thought that he would
have better opportunities for work as a developer there. He also preferred Damascus over Lebanon. Just a few weeks
after resettling in Sidon, Nahla, her siblings and her mother found themselves leaving their extended family and
everything familiar behind once again. This time they traveled inland. On a relatively warm spring day, the small
family rode in the back of the large pickup truck that carried their belongings, including luggage and a large Persian
rug, from Haifa, and relocated to Damascus. On their first night in Damascus, they were guests of a local family
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friend in a conservative area of the old city near the Bab Srejeh market in the al-Qanawat neighborhood. At that
point, little seven-year-old Nahla was unaware that the al-Qanawat area would become her new hometown. It would
be there in al-Qanawat that Nahla would marry the love of her life, rise to prominence as a political advocate, build a
flourishing medical practice, establish a printing press business, resist the authoritarian Baath Party regime, lose her
husband, raise her five children alone, and say farewell to her two eldest grandchildren as they were exiled from
Damascus over half a century later.
Of her trip from Tyre to Damascus, Nahla recalls:
أتى أبي مع الشاحنة من حيفا التي حملتها جدتي والدته بصرر الثياب والفراش وسجادة عجمية جديدة من بيتنا في حيفا إلى بيت جدي ألمي
 وهكذا كانت اقامتنا في.الذي استأجره في صيدا وجلسنا على ظهر الشاحنة فوق الع فش وحمانا والدي من الشمس بحرامات وضعها كخيمة
.لبنان قصيرة جدا وانطلقنا فوق اغراضنا إلى دمشق
My father came with the truck from Haifa, which my grandmother, his mother, filled with luggage,
clothes, bedding and a new Persian carpet from our house in Haifa. It arrived at my grandfather's house,
from my mother’s side, who rented the house in Tyre. We sat on the back of the truck over the luggage,
under blankets my father set up as a tent to protect us from the harsh sun. Thus, our stay in Lebanon was
very short, and we set off with our belongings to Damascus.
In Syria, Nahla’s family moved between different homes in the al-Qanawat area, and lived in Al-Tall for a
while, until they were resettled by the United Nations in the historic synagogue complex located in Jobar, a poor
neighborhood on the outskirts of Damascus. Despite having some funds, her parents accepted the opportunity to live
in the Jobar Synagogue with other resettled Palestinian families for free. Nahla recalls that the synagogue residence
was made available for prominent Palestinian families and was thus considered good accommodations in contrast
with the refugee camps. To her parents, staying at the synagogue was a bitter compromise. They had run out of
options and needed a stable place to live while they secured a source of income.
In the historic Jobar Synagogue complex they were given a small room near a shared bathroom, a thin
mattress, and a few blankets. Despite its humble condition, the room was warm and dry. Having received some of
her belongings from Haifa, Nahla’s mother wanted to make her new room feel like home. Nahla recalls her mother's
reaction as she opened their luggage for the first time after months of displacement. To her surprise, instead of
clothes and personal items she found silk tablecloths, curtains and bedding from Haifa, as well as even a silver
candle holder, and some old, scattered images from a life long gone. Rather than weeping, she was determined to
rebuild. She unfurled their Persian rug, while Nahla helped find wooden pallets and crates, on which they spread
their silk tablecloth, and put the silver candle holder on a raised pedestal made of stacked wooden crates under a
piece of jacquard damask fabric they had bought. Thus, the cheap mattress was dressed in the finest bedding. The
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one thing they could not beautify, change or eliminate, however, was the stench coming out of the shared bathroom
next door. A constant reminder of their current refugee status.
Family’s Attempts to Rebuild What was Lost in the War:
Upon their semi-permanent resettlement in Jobar, Nahla entered first grade. She recalls that they lived at
the Jobar Synagogue throughout her elementary school years, approximately six years, until her family was able to
rent a small room near the old section of al-Qanawat neighborhood. From childhood, Nahla was an avid reader of
world literature. Her parents ensured a steady stream of books for their young children. They did not want the walls
of the small room where they lived to obstruct Nahla’s vision. Despite her petite posture, she managed to read thick
volumes like Leo Tolstoy’s War and Peace, Harriet Beecher Stowe’s Uncle Tom's Cabin, and Victor Hugo’s Les
Misérables, amongst many others. In first grade, Nahla recited a French poem that her father had made her
memorize in class, and as a result her teacher assigned her as the class monitor.18 This was Nahla’s first leadership
role. The poem roughly goes as:
I dedicate my pen to the service of my nation, and I
will spend my soul as a ransom for my homelands.
My proud soul does not sell its slogans, it wants to
pursue a life pure of impurities.

 والروح أبذلها فدى أوطاني... قلمي اخصصه لخدمة أمتي
 تبغي الحياة نقية األردان... نفسي األبية ال تبيع شعارها

In the 1950s, Nahla’s parents worked tirelessly to rebuild a part of what they had lost in Palestine. Their
dreams of a return to Haifa gradually faded, especially after the Arabs lost the 1948 war and the Arab-Israeli conflict
entered a cold phase with the signing of armistice
agreements. They had to accept their new reality and
start over.
Yet starting over was not easy. While Syria
seemed relatively more stable than Palestine at the
time, it too was in a precarious state, locked in a war
with Israel and having allocated much of its modest
Figure 3. Family Portrait. This photograph was taken in
Damascus, Syria, probably in the early 1950s. Nahla is standing
on the right side of the photo next to her mother, Khairieh Al
Qazak. Source: private family archives.
18

resources to the war effort. It was also a period marked

Class monitor in Syria is described using a military term like corporal or sergeant given the national
military structure implemented in the education system. Nonetheless, a class monitor is a child who leads the class
and assists teachers in routine duties.
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by political instability in the young nation, shaped by competing political factions, agendas and visions, and rocked
by a wrecking pendulum oscillating between military and elected civilian rule. The first decade of the second half of
the 20th century in Syria was marked by an endless cycle of coup d’états and putsch, some violent, others bloodless,
and an effort to balance regional and international interests with domestic democratic aspirations, while forging a
unifying national identity with a consolidated vision for the young state.19 Entering the 1948 war, Syria had only
recently proclaimed its independence from France, on April 17th, 1946 – known as Evacuation Day. Until then, it
had been governed by a French mandatory government that had effectively started in 1920 at the end of World War
I, replacing the Ottoman imperial government in the Levant region. In part, playing a leadership role in the 1948 war
against Israel can be examined as one of Syria’s strategies to consolidate a pan-Arabist national identity at home in
relation to a foreign external enemy. Having lost the war (although Syria never officially declared its loss!), Syria
had to turn inward and search its neighboring Arab states for a unifying identity with which to consolidate.
Nahla’s father had a hard time securing work in Syria as a developer, and her mother, the British-educated
English teacher, became the family’s main breadwinner. As Nahla and her siblings enrolled in local public schools,
their mother worked. She designated a corner in her already packed room at the Jobar Synagogue for sewing, a skill
she had mastered as a young woman in Haifa. She sold a few of her gold twisted bracelets, the ones she invested in
without her husband’s knowledge in Palestine, and bought herself an ornate, now considered vintage, used Singer
sewing machine. At first, she made bedding, curtains, and furniture upholstery. Soon thereafter, she took on clients
as a professional tailor mostly for women’s attire but continued to serve all available clients.20 During her mother’s
off-hours, Nahla used the Singer sewing machine as a desk on which she did her homework, even after the family
had moved out of the Jobar Synagogue complex years later.
Liberal Education, Pan-Arabism, and Religious Awakening.
High school in Damascus: Engagement with the Student Political Movement:
Nahla’s father was unable to secure work in Syria, and in the 1950s he sought an opportunity to work in the
Kingdom of Saudi Arabia as a developer with one of his Palestinian acquaintances. He moved to the city of
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Dammam to work on residential development projects that later grew into the development of downtown areas and
markets throughout the Kingdom. In the early 1950s, Saudi Arabia was up-and-coming, with a growing population,
and plenty of construction and development opportunities. To meet the demands, the Saudi government welcomed
large numbers of skilled laborers from throughout the region who immigrated to the Kingdom in search of economic
prosperity. For over fifteen years after this point, Nahla’s father lived in Saudi Arabia, only visiting his family in
Damascus periodically yet sending them money regularly. While there, Nahla’s father resumed his higher education.
He applied to Bennett College in Sheffield, England, where he studied architecture by mail, with a focus on
architectural drawing and planning. He earned his degree in 1962 with distinction. 21
Meanwhile in Nahla’s final year of elementary school, the family moved out of the Jobar Synagogue and to
a rental room in an old traditional house near the Sinan Pasha Mosque in the Bab al-Jabiya area of Old Damascus.
The house was very old and did not have running water. Their room was near the main home entrance and was
probably used for hosting guests. They had access to the internal small courtyard, a central part of traditional
Damascene homes, where they did laundry in a water fountain. For drinking and cooking, the children were
responsible for filling up bottles and large jugs with fresh water from Ain al-Fijah, a regional spring that supplies
Damascus with fresh drinking water, from a public fountain near the Sinan Pasha Mosque. In this small room, Nahla
and her family lived for over three years while their father sent money from Saudi Arabia and their mother worked
tailoring and tutoring English. They remained there until Nahla finished her middle school education. Meanwhile,
the family saved enough money to rent a modern apartment near the Medhat Basha Souq, still in Old Damascus.22
It was around this time, in 1958, that the United Arab Republic (UAR) was formed between Syria and
Egypt, with Egyptian leader Gamal Abdel Nasser as its President; however, this political union was short-lived.
After nearly three years, Syria seceded from the Union in a coup d’état that took place on September 28 th, 1961,
citing Nasser’s authoritarian military rule and his disregard for Syria’s regional influence and unique historical
geopolitical dynamic leadership in the pan-Arabist democratic project. A military council was installed in

21

Nahla Al Qazak, interview with author, November 13, 2020.

22

Nahla Al Qazak, interview with author, March 9, 2021.

Al Rifay 27

Damascus, and within days it sanctioned the restoration of a pre-UAR government led by Syrian political elites.
Soon thereafter, Nazim al-Qudsi,23 a leader of the People's Party, was elected President.
Domestically, prior to the union with Egypt, Syria enjoyed a multi-party parliamentary democratic political
system that was often threatened by military coups and politically driven assassinations. At the height of the Cold
War in the 1950s, the communist factions in Syria gained an increasingly powerful majority in the parliament as
well as widespread popularity among the political base. They threatened the western-leaning democratic national
project under the leadership of the National Bloc, a Syrian national political party that emerged during the period of
French colonization of Syria in the late 1920s. The communist threat crystalized especially when Shukri al-Quwatli,
who was serving his second presidency, made a series of pro-Soviet institutional amendments that exacerbated what
became known as the Syrian Crisis of 1957, a severe eruption of diplomatic hostility between Syria and the Soviet
Union on the one hand and against Turkey and the United States on the other. 24

Figure 4. Syrian President Shukri al-Quwatli
welcomes Egyptian President Gamal Abdel
Nasser to the Presidential Palace, or the
Reception Palace, in Damascus, Syria, on
February 24, 1958, after the declaration of unity
between Syria and Egypt on February 22. Source:
www.nasser.org

Figure 5. The crowds gathered to witness
President Nasser’s historic appearance and
speech delivered from the balcony of the
Presidential Palace in Damascus, Syria, on
February 24, 1958. Note Mount Qasioun in the
background. Source: www.nasser.org
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Nazim al-Qudsi (1906 - 1998) was a Syrian politician who served as Speaker of the Parliament, Syrian
Ambassador to the United States (1945 - 1947), Prime Minister, and President of Syria (1961 - 1963). He held a
PhD from the University of Geneva.
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The rising tensions pushed members of the pan-Arab Arab Socialist Baath Party to seek a union with Egypt
in an attempt to strengthen Syria’s exhausted political institutions and military, and avoid a Turkish invasion on
behalf of the Western Powers that could crush the rising communist threat in the region in accordance with the
Eisenhower Doctrine of 1957.25 This doctrine aimed “to secure and protect the territorial integrity and political
independence of such nations, requesting such aid against overt armed aggression from any nation controlled by
international communism.”26
As part of the union with Egypt, Nasser, who was by then seen as a popular hero of pan-Arabism
particularly after the 1956 nationalization of the Suez Canal Company, enforced policies that weakened the internal
democratic political dynamics of Syria. Much like in Egypt, Nasser dissolved all political parties and instituted an
authoritarian one-party political system, including socialist economic amendments that reduced Syria into a mere
territory of the Egyptian centralized state rather than what was originally envisioned as a political and economic
union between two sovereign states.27

Figure 6. Gamal Abdel Nasser welcomes Fares al-Khouri
in Cairo, Egypt, on January 21, 1955. Source:
www.nasser.org

Figure 7. Fares al-Khouri signs the United Nations Charter
during the San Francisco Conference, 25 April - 26 June
1945. Syria is a founding member of the United Nations.
Source: The U.N. photo archives.
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In the wake of the 1961 secession, legendary Syrian statesman and former president of the United Nations
Security Council Fares al-Khouri28 gave one of his final public statements from the Sadat Hospital near the
Presidential Palace29 in Damascus, through Damascus Radio on October 6th, 1961. In it he blessed the coup d’état,
explained his opposition to the security state of Gamal Abdel Nasser and regrets over the failed experiment that was
the United Arab Republic.
Fares al-Khouri opened his speech by describing the condition of the hospital arrest he had been placed
under on orders of Nasser himself. One Egyptian officer at the hospital reportedly prevented him from making any
public statements in response to the speeches Nasser delivered from the nearby balcony of the Presidential Palace
during his visits to Damascus. Al-Khouri recalled telling the Egyptian officer “Am I not free to talk? No one can
stop me.” The Egyptian officer replied, “I am here to monitor and prevent you from making any public statements.”
In his radio address Fares al-Khouri continued:30
 فأين هي الحرية؟ وهل بلغت األمور حدا،فهل رأيتم مثل هذه الحال؟ يقف موظف نكرة ليمنع فارس الخوري من الكالم والتعبير عن رأيه
 قد أبلغت السيد عبد الناصر رأي المعروف في الوحدة وهو.بأن يسكتوا شخصا مثلي؟ إن الوحدة العربية ما كانت لتتحقق بمثل هذا الطريق
 وإذا اتفقت دولتان على إقامة وحدة بينهما فذلك جائز ولكن بشرط أن يكون سلوكهما،إننا نحن في سوريا طالب وحدة عربية شاملة كبرى
 لم يكن األسلوب الذي اتبع في هذه الوحدة لينفع وكانت.مثاال يحتذى ويترك الباب مفتوحا لتسرع لالنضمام إليهما باقي الدول العربية
 لقد نصحت السيد عبد الناصر على تحسين األحوال.الخطوات خاطئة وقد كنت في جملة من نبهوا المسؤولين المصريين الى ذلك
االجتماعية والمعاشية والصناعية واالقتصادية حتى تأتي النتائج مشجعة في باقي الخطوات للوحدة العربية الشاملة ولكنه عمل بعكس ما
. إ ني أبارك انتفاضة شباب الجيش وأعتقد أنها ستكون خير هذه األمة التي تتطلع لوحدة عربية حقيقية وخير الجميع.كنا ننصح به
Have you seen such a case? A mere employee prevents Faris al-Khouri from speaking and expressing his
opinion, so where is the freedom? Did things reach the point of silencing someone like me? Arab unity
would not have been achieved in such a way. I have informed Mr. Abdel Nasser of the well-known
opinion of unity, which is that we in Syria are students of a great inclusive Arab unity, and if two
countries agree to establish a unity between them, that is permissible, but on the condition that their
behavior be an example to be emulated and leave the door open to join with the rest of the Arab
countries. The method that was followed in this union was not beneficial, the steps were wrong, and I
was among those who alerted Egyptian officials to this. I have advised Mr. Abdel Nasser to improve the
social, living, industrial and economic conditions so that the results are encouraging in the rest of the
steps towards comprehensive Arab unity, but he worked contrary to what we would recommend. I
28
Fares al-Khouri (1877 -1962) was active in Syrian politics during the days of the Ottoman Empire
starting in 1912 and had negotiated Syrian independence from the French in 1936. He headed four Syrian cabinets
and served three times as speaker of the Syrian parliament. Al-Khouri represented Syria, a founding member of the
United Nation, and served as president of the UN Security Council. “Faris El-Khouri of Syria, was 84; Former
Premier and Chief Delegate at U.N. Is Dead” The New York Times, January 4, 1962. Accessed on March 30, 2021.
https://timesmachine.nytimes.com/timesmachine/1962/01/04/95817688.pdf?pdf_redirect=true&ip=0.

The Presidential Palace, or the Reception Palace ( )قصر الضيافةserved as a reception hall, where the Syrian
president and cabinet received foreign dignitaries and conducted some official business. From its balcony, Syrian
presidents gave public speeches. It was located in the Abou Roummaneh Neighborhood in Damascus, Syria.
29
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Statement of Fares al-Khouri on Syria's secession from the United Arab Republic in 1961. Syrian
Modern History. Accessed on March 30, 2021. https://syrmh.com/1961/10/07/-سورية-انفصال-حول-الخوري-فارس-بيان
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congratulate the army youth uprising and believe that it will be the best for this nation that aspires to real
Arab unity and for the good of all.

Nahla’s years of formal education in Damascus were distinguished by a heightened sense of Arab
nationalism that peaked during the years of the United Arab Republic.
During her middle and high school years Nahla’s entire generation
was inspired by the ideals and rhetoric of Arab unity and the political,
economic, and social possibilities it brought. To this day, she talks
with passion about the dreams of the Arab Union and the sense of
hope that invigorated the Arab streets, particularly after the 1948
Arab defeat (al-Nakba). During the United Arab Republic years,
Nahla was in high school. Given her love of reading, she followed the
riveting intellectual discussions about pan-Arabism and socialism
closely. She fully immersed herself in student political activism and
intimately engaged with the experiments of the United Arab Republic
Figure 8. President Nasser delivers a
speech from the balcony of the
Presidential Palace in Damascus on
February 22, 1961. Note Shukri alQuwatli standing in the background.
Source: www.nasser.org

within the student organizations in Damascus.
Also at this time, Syrian society was engaged in a profound
national dialogue about the identity of Syria in light of its rich diverse

political, historic, and religious dimensions. No topic was off-limits, particularly the role of religion in politics and
the influence of Islam on the budding secular state. A true struggle between Islamic religious conservatism,
embodied in the Muslim Brotherhood, and leftist, nationalist, and pan-Arabist ideologies, strengthened by figures
such as Gamal Abdel Nasser and his fellow officers, ensued in the following decades in response to military
oppression brought about by Nasser’s security state. That political struggle resulted in an endless cycle of coup
d’états, assassinations, arrests, ethnic cleansing, and bloody massacres. It shredded the Syrian tapestry and
pulverized Syrian society.31
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In one of his televised speeches Gamal Abdel Nasser made the case against the Muslim Brotherhood
narrating his regime’s confrontation with the conservative political party. In the background, attendees, probably
students, chanted “ ”ال رجعية وال إخوان وال تجارة باألديانor “No to reactionary, no to the brotherhood and no to religious
trade”. It is unclear when exactly this speech was televised from the sources available, but it can be viewed on
YouTube. “ تشرين الثاني١٥, أخبار ماسبيرو، اإلخوان المسلمون: هكذا تحدث عبد الناصر٢٠١٥”. Accessed March 30, 2021.
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=dPVNVMHFw1w.
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Living under such circumstances, alongside her student political activism, Nahla was on a spiritual journey
seeking an in-depth knowledge of Islam. Due to her realist nature and scientific logical reasoning, Nahla stayed
away from blind assimilation and repetition of religious practices. In school, she sought a unique understanding of
religion based on logical, social, and historical evidence in an attempt to form her own personal definition of Islam
in the increasingly modern Syrian society.
Leadership Activities: Secretary of the Damascus Student Union and Promotion of Pan-Arabism
In high school, Nahla’s leadership activities began small. She started as the editor of her class’ wall
newspaper.32 She named the wall newspaper the “Idea and Emotion” and designed it in the shape of a burning torch.
On it, she shared stories and speeches about the nation and national pride. As a young idealist, she weaved together
her passion for knowledge with her political sanctification of the homeland, and in her manners, she sought to model
the ideal actions and behaviors that in her mind best embodied the values of pan-Arabism and the identity of Arab
unity. 33 She explored the writings of many intellectuals of the same caliber as the Syrian Sati' al-Husri,34 who is
considered the single most influential thinker in the pan-Arabist ideology and movement.
Of her early school activities Nahla says:
 هكذا سميتها فقد كان عشق. كانت صحيفتنا اسمها (فكرة وعاطفة) وعلى شكل مشعل.كان كل صف يحرر صحيفة حائط ولها اسمها
المعرفة وقداسة الوطن وتحري المثل األعلى في العمل والسلوك هو سر التفوق الذي جعل زميالتي باالنتخاب يحملنني مسئولية أن أنوب
. دمشق، فالمدرسة فالمحافظة، فالصف،عنهن في اتحاد طلبة الشعبة
Each class was writing a wall newspaper that had its name. Our newspaper was called (Idea and
Emotion) and in the form of a torch. This is how I called it, as the love of knowledge, the sanctity of the
homeland, and the investigation of the ideal in work and behavior was the secret of excellence that made
my female colleagues in the elections hold me responsible for representing them in the student union of
the division, the class, the school, the governorate, Damascus.

The formation of the United Arab Republic brought a new kind of social and political organization that
Nahla had not experienced before, yet thrived within, like labor and student unions. The United Arab Republic had
two territories: Northern Territory in Syria, and the Southern Territory in Egypt. She was in the eleventh grade when

32

A wall newspaper also known as placard newspaper is a designed and usually hand-written or printed
newspaper dedicated for public display, on vertical surfaces like walls. In Syria, each class had their own wall
newspaper like a school newspaper in US terms.
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Sati' al-Husri (1880 – 1968) was an Ottoman, Syrian and Iraqi writer and thinker. He is considered one of
the most influential Arab nationalist thinkers in the 20th century. He was influenced by 19th century European
thinkers like Herder and Fichte and held a primordialist conception of the nation.
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the students started to unionize in the Northern Territory in Damascus. In her high school, each class had four
committees elected by the students that focused on culture, society, sports, and military. From within those
committees, each school elected four representatives for the state level. From within the states’ representatives the
Student Union committee representing the entire territory was elected to serve on the national level. In eleventh
grade, 1959 or 1960, Nahla was elected Secretary of the Arab Student Union in the Northern Territory of the United
Arab Republic from Damascus.35
In her mind, Nahla believed that the United Arab Republic would strengthen civil, social, and liberal
political movements already present in Syria. Prior to the United Arab Republic, the Syrians were engaged in their
own democratic experiment post-independence from France, and had elected Shukri al-Quwatli for President, for the
second time, in 1955. The political scene in Syria was vibrant and the people – specifically the younger generation,
that of Nahla – were engaged, active and informed citizens. They organized into many political parties and societies
representing liberal, socialist and conservative views. And they participated in marches in support of Palestine and
the Algerian Revolution, or the Algerian War of Independence of 1954 - 1962 against France. Among the major
political parties at the time were the Syrian Social Nationalist Party, the Syrian Communist Party, the Arab Socialist
Baath Party, the National Bloc, the National Party, the People's Party, and of course the Muslim Brotherhood of
Syria, or the Islamic Socialist Front, under the leadership of Mustafa al-Siba'i.36 However, to Nahla’s surprise and

Figure 9. Nahla’s Membership Card in the United Arab Republic Arab Student Union. Source: private family archives.
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Mustafa al-Siba'i (1915-1964) was a scholar, politician and the dean of the Faculty of Sharia (Islamic
Jurisprudence) and the School of Law at the University of Damascus. As the founder of the Muslim Brotherhood of
Syria he established the paramilitary, Shabab Mohammad, and led the Islamic Socialist Front from 1945 to1961.
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disappointment, the United Arab Republic proceeded to reduce Syria into a police state, in which young activists
and party leaders were arrested and true political activism was reduced to a tool for state support, a crude counterfeit
of the ideals she wholeheartedly believed in.
The pre-United Arab Republic student political movement, moreover, was brought to a violent halt per
Nasser’s conditions to denounce all political parties in Syria and centralize all political activities in Egypt. In the
midst of such an environment, Nahla regularly engaged in arguments with her counterparts at the office of the Arab
Student Union in Damascus over the implementation of true activities to benefit the student body in the territory.
Nahla recalls facing fierce rejection after attempting to establish a small library and bookshop for the students in her
own school. Additionally, she had a hard time continuing her wall newspaper project, which was led by the students,
when the new government ordered all official leaflets to be disseminated in favor of Gamal Abdel Nasser’s socialist
military dictatorship.
Indeed, the main mission of the Arab Student Union office in Damascus, as she recalls, was sending letters
and telegrams to support Nasser’s agenda. But while she was gravely disappointed, she was never hopeless. In 1960
she had the opportunity to visit Cairo and meet with Gamal Abdel Nasser in person. She was determined to relay to
him the realities of the Arab Student Union in Damascus personally, as well as how she believed the Student
Union’s behavior actually harmed the core vision of the United Arab Republic.37
Meeting Gamal Abdel Nasser in Egypt:
In the late spring or early summer of 1960, Nahla and her colleagues at the Arab Student Union from the
entire United Arab Republic held a general meeting in Cairo, Egypt. Along with her Syrian colleagues, Nahla flew
from the Mazzeh Airport in Damascus directly to Cairo where they stayed for a few days. Upon arrival, the Syrians
were welcomed at the airport by their Egyptian counterparts and driven to the students’ residence. Girls and boys
were separated, with the girls staying in the female student residence of Cairo University. They had a packed
schedule, touring the archaeological sites in Egypt like the Temple of Hatshepsut, Abu Simbel temples in Aswan,
and of course the great sphinx and pyramids of Giza. They also visited the Egyptian Museum and spent time around
Cairo, exploring the city. Nahla was naturally drawn to Cairo’s bookstores and libraries. They even spent some of
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their free time at El-Fishawy Café38 in the historic souk of Khan al-Khalili near the historic Jewish quarters in old
Cairo. While there, Nahla purchased a collection of works by Naguib Mahfouz and Taha Hussein and acquired
records of Mohammed Abdel Wahab, Farid al Atrash, Asmahan, Abdel Halim Hafez and of course Umm Kulthum,
although the latter was not her favorite.
On this trip, the students were scheduled to attend a soccer match in the new Cairo International Stadium,
better known as Nasser Stadium at the time, and it was rumored that they might meet Nasser himself afterwards.
Nahla knew that this was her only chance to convey to him her concerns over the state of pan-Arabism and the
wrongful implementation of its ideals by the Arab Student Union in Damascus. In her mind, she had prepared a list
of grievances and practices that went against the slogans of the United Arab Republic. At a time when women were
expected to obey unconditionally, this young eleventh grader, who was still a refugee, was on a mission. She dreamt
about influencing Gamal Abdel Nasser himself, who would listen to her attentively, shake her hand firmly and
promise to reform the Arab Student Union.
After the soccer game, the students were led into an auditorium near the stadium. As Nahla walked in, she
immediately could sense the heaviness in the room. Unruly children were on their best behavior, silent and sitting
upright. There, in front of the student audience, stood Gamal Abdel Nasser on a platform surrounded by members of
his cabinet and security. Nahla noted the presence of Kamal El-Din Hussein, one of the free officers who overthrew
the Egyptian monarchy with Nasser, serving as Minister of Education at the time. Nahla had a bad feeling, and
remembers telling her friend, who was serving as the president of the Arab Student Union in Damascus, that Nasser
looked like a cold stone statue rather than the endearing father figure she had imagined. Unlike his friendly
appearance from the balcony of the Damascus Presidential Palace in 1958, 39 where he gave a simple speech aimed at
the average citizen, Gamal Abdel Nasser stood tall above all others in the auditorium and gazed into the distance
rather than looking into the audience directly. To teenage Nahla, he seemed unapproachable and impatient.
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El-Fishawy Café is one of the oldest cafes in Cairo established in the late 1700s in old Cairo. Throughout
the centuries it became an institution attracting major figures like conservative leaders Sayyid Jamal al-Din alAfghani and Muhammad 'Abduh and singers Umm Kulthum and Abdel Halim Hafez. El-Fishawy is now known for
being Naguib Mahfouz’s favorite café, where he regularly met with friends and wrote many of his manuscripts.
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Upon the declaration of the United Arab Republic Gamal Abdel Nasser visited Damascus for the first
time as President on February 24, 1958 and gave a speech from the balcony of the Presidential Palace from which he
frequently appeared in later visits.
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After his brief speech, it was time for the students to shake hands with the President. To Nahla, this was the
moment she had anticipated and prepared for. She reviewed the list of grievances in her mind, and as she stood in
line waiting her turn to meet him, she rehearsed her sentences. The moment had come, when she stepped in front of
Nasser. He stood firmly and had his hand already out for the students to shake. Nahla, a naturally petite girl, was
much shorter than he was. As she looked up at him from below, he did not look into her eyes and instead continued
to gaze into the distance with his hand out, like a statue. As she tiptoed near him trying to reach his height, she
accidentally stepped on his toes, at which the stone-cold statue of Gamal Abdel Nasser moved and looked down at
her, saying nothing. She was so embarrassed and starstruck that she blacked out and completely forgot about her
grievances and everything she had rehearsed. Instead, with her blushing face, she automatically repeated pan-Arabist
political slogans that she had memorized by heart and expressed her love for the leader and the homelands. In
response while looking into her eyes and shaking her hand, Gamal Abdel Nasser said “tayeb, ya sitti” or “very well,
young lady,” and moved on to the next student in line.
After the short meeting, the Syrian girls gathered around Gamal Abdel Nasser for a commemorative
photograph. Nahla, despite the instability that threatened her family, saved the photos from this trip and a newspaper
cutout in her journal. The photos survive until this day, in her Damascus home.

Figure 10. The commemorative photograph of Nahla’s meeting with President Nasser in Cairo, Egypt, in
1960. Nahla is the second girl in the first row on the right side of the photo. The original photograph
remains in Damascus, Syria. Source: private family archives.
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Nahla recalls of her moments with Nasser:
حضرنا مباراة رياضية في القاهرة ثم دعينا إلى صالة استقبال ملحقة بالملعب حيث وجدنا رئيس الجمهورية السيد جمال عبد الناصر واقفا
 كان رجال متميز الحضور طويال شامخا واقفا كالتمثال ونظره إلى البعيد مادا.بين مستقبليه وبينهم وزير التعليم السيد كمال الدين حسين
 حضورا مهيبا مختلفا تماما عن الحضور الذي شد قلوب الناس على شرفة قصر الضيافة في دمشق باللهجة المصرية.يده للمصافحة
 كنت منهن، بعد السالم وقف على شرفة ووقفت الطالبات السوريات حوله والتقطت لهن صورة.والعبارات الشعبية والنكتة اله ادفة الذكية
.وفي البيت احتفظت بهذه الصورة
We attended a sports match in Cairo, then we were invited to a reception hall attached to the stadium,
where we found the President of the United Arab Republic, Mr. Gamal Abdel Nasser, standing between
his recipients, among them the Minister of Education, Mr. Kamal El Din Hussein. He was a
distinguished man, tall, standing like a statue, and looking far away, reaching out for his handshake. He
was a solemn presence completely different from the one who struck people's hearts on the balcony of
the Presidential Palace in Damascus with the Egyptian accent, popular phrases and clever and well-aimed
joking. After words of greetings and best wishes, he stood on a platform and the Syrian students stood
around him and posed for a picture of them. I was among them, and I kept this photo at home.

Identity Conflict and Exposure to the Islamist Movement:
Nahla’s relationship with religion started at a young age, while observing family traditions and
participating in religious practices and social customs. Although not conservative, the Qazak family was a traditional
Muslim Sunni family, and they practiced a moderate spiritual form of Islam. Her father was raised in the Shadhili or
Shaziliyah Tariqa, a custom he handed down from his mother's side of the family and grew up practicing. 40 The
Shadhili Tariqa is a Sufi order of Sunni Islam that focuses on five pillars: fear of Allah (God), emulating the Sunna
practices of the Prophet, disdain for mankind, belief in fatalism, and turning to Allah at all times. 41 Islamic Sufism
aims to reach a higher consciousness centered around peace and unity with the universe and the Creator. Generally
speaking, Sufism with its multiple orders, or tariqas, for example the Rifaʽi or Rifaʽiyya Tariqa, turns the
individual’s attention inward in search for meaning within and in pursuit of a deeper connection with the Creator,
Allah in Islam, or the great energy of the universe and creation, with the ultimate goal of having the soul achieve
unity with God. Thus, from a young age, Nahla established a strong spiritual foundation rooted in Sunni Islamic
traditions based on knowledge and education, not fanaticism.
Starting in the eighth grade and until her graduation from high school in 1961, Nahla found a close
relationship with her religion teacher. Rather than focusing on teaching the Islamic traditions from a conservative
perspective based on rote memorization and rejection of questioning, this teacher preached an Islamic doctrine
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rooted in logic and scientific exploration that encouraged analysis and examination of traditions. In class, they
explored topics like Georges Lemaitre’s big bang theory and Charles Darwin's theory of evolution and looked for
evidence from the holy Quran and Sunnah. In
other words, they approached the study of
religion as a quest for knowledge, selfunderstanding, and practical scientific analysis
that is applicable to daily practices. Thus,
Nahla built a connection with the study of
religion rooted in her passion for exploration,
literature, and logical thinking. Unlike many
conservative and traditional Syrian girls, Nahla
Figure 10. Nahla and family on a day trip outside Damascus. Nahla was
in either tenth or eleventh grade. Note the women did not wear the hijab
or veil. Source: private family archives.

did not wear the hijab and her parents did not
encourage her otherwise. In fact, her mother

only wore the hijab after making the pilgrimage to Mecca, and as a grown woman and mother of five. Nahla was
allowed to make her own decisions in matters of religion based on her own individual convictions and principles.
Her parents only stressed the importance of education and love for country; religion was considered personal per the
Sufi teachings.
In that rich environment, a time in the modern history of the Middle East of clashing intellectual, political,
and religious views and agendas, Nahla, a young high school girl, had to formulate her own understanding of society
and her role in it moving forward. She struggled to balance her intrinsic calling to serve and her passion for
leadership, while honoring her religious traditions and challenging social norms. What made things more difficult
for her was the absence of women in the public sphere whom she could look up to. She therefore looked to herself to
be her own role model. At the same time, she searched for guidance in books, and idealized the characters she met in
world literature. Her favorite books from that period were Mother, by Russian author Maxim Gorky, and Little
Women, by American novelist Louisa May Alcott. In addition to her political activities, in the Arab Student Union,
Nahla wrote and produced theatrical productions about national issues, like the Algerian Revolution against the
French, or the Palestinian struggle against the British. This rich influx of information confused Nahla at times and
forced her to debate the field of her university education. In 1961, her final year of high school, the Baccalaureate
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year, on which the future of her entire higher education and career depended fully, Nahla struggled with depression
that resulted from the normal growing pains that any young individual experiences coupled with the traumatic
failure of the United Arab Republic. For Nahla, this failure appeared as a complete obliteration of the dream she
wholeheartedly believed in.42
Depression and Failure of the United Arab Republic:
By 1961, signs of the Syrian discontent with the United Arab Republic, and in particular Gamal Abdel
Nasser’s authoritarian military leadership style, had come to overwhelm the Syrian public and political elite, as has
been shown above. Prior to Nasser Syria was not a police state. In fact, the internal struggle between the military and
political elite was a factor in their agreement to join the United Arab Republic in the first place, in the hopes of
strengthening democratic norms. When reality shoved the dream aside, the Syrians decided to take matters into their
own hands.
On September 28th, 1961, the United Arab Republic was broken up by a Syrian coup d’état led by Syrian
officers from the army and air force.43 Nahla was starting her final year of high school. The Baccalaureate in the
Syrian education system is the most important year of any student's life. A student’s final GPA, based on rigorous
national final examinations in all subject matters, determines which field of study they can join in college, as well as
their careers beyond. Medical school at the University of Damascus required the highest GPA and thus is considered
the most prestigious area of study.
Until her final year of high school, Nahla had maintained a near-perfect GPA; however, the breakup of the
United Arab Republic in 1961 triggered Nahla’s childhood trauma and left her bedridden for months. She stopped
attending school, ignored her studies, and isolated herself from family and friends. She was faced with the
monumental task of rethinking her entire world view, aiming to make sense of the personal impact the national
developments had on her. She had lost her guiding north star and found herself stripped of the beliefs and
convictions that were the driving factors behind her academic and social success. She was bewildered, baffled by the
constant instability surrounding her. It was at this point that she turned to religion. At that age, she recalled her
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family’s boat trip from Haifa to Lebanon during which they prayed together for strength and safety, proving that
religion is the one constant element in her life that she believed could not be changed nor erased.
In school, she reached out to her religion teacher for guidance, who encouraged her to practice Islam
moderately. One day, Nahla recalls, she woke up with the conviction that she needed to wear the hijab and commit
to religion. That was a turning point in her personal growth and development. Once she committed fully to religion,
and started practicing regularly, her depression dissipated and the gray cloud that shadowed her mind lifted. Nahla
always says that the moment she fastened her hair with a hijab, her mind was unfastened.44
Gradually, Nahla found purpose in her studies once again and retained her high GPA. By the end of the
1961-1962 school year, she enrolled in the Faculty of Medicine at the University of Damascus, one of only ten
women in her class. She graduated at the top of her class in the later part of 1968, becoming one of the first female
doctors to graduate from the University of Damascus in modern Syrian history.
Nahla recalls:
أدت تجربتي في اتحاد الطلبة إلى معرفة أعمق بالمجتمع عرفت أهمية اإليمان باهلل كدافع فردي واجتماعي وااللتزام بالصدق وأداء
 وكأنما أراد هللا لي رحمة بحالة نفسية عقلية مررت بها حالة من خمود المشاعر وضعف التذكر وتراجع في االنجاز خرجت منها.الواجب
.عند أول التزام بطاعة هللا عندما وضعت الحجاب على رأسي فستر شعري وحرر عقلي
My experience in the Arab Students' Union led me to a deeper knowledge of society and the importance
of belief in God as an individual and social motivation to adhere to honesty and fulfill duty. As if Allah
(God) wanted to have mercy on me during a difficult mental psychological state. I went through a state
of dulled feelings, weakness of memory, and a decline in achievement. What came out from this first was
a commitment to obey God–to put the veil on my head, and so I covered my hair and freed my mind.

Emergency meeting of the Arab League Council, in Chtaura:
The new Syrian government post succession from the United Arab Republic, under the leadership of
President Nazim al-Qudsi, suppressed multiple socialist coup d’états that aimed at restoring the union with Egypt.
Both Baathist and Nasserist officers, with the backing and infiltration of Nasser’s regime in Cairo, led the coups on
the ground in Syria while the Cairo regime continued its anti-Syrian-separatists propaganda campaigns. In late July
or early August of 1962, the Syrian government announced the defeat of an attempted Baathist coup planned on the
nights of July 28th and 29th. They produced documents, confessions and taped wireless conversations between the
Baathist schemers and Cairo, Egypt. Then, they called for an emergency meeting of the Arab League Council to
look into the formal complaint raised by the Syrian government against Nasser’s interferences in Syria’s internal
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affairs. In the city of Chtaura, Lebanon, the Arab League held the emergency meeting on 22nd – 30th of August 1962.
In his formal complaint to the Arab League, the Syrian foreign minister characterized Nasser’s actions and
statements as an open attack on the sovereignty and dignity of Syria. He charged that Nasser mounted an attempt to
topple Syria’s sovereign government and annex the state. In a show of unity and strength, various Syrian political
parties and forces came together against Nasser, united in a shared vision of a democracy, anti-communism and antiauthoritarianism. It is important to note that the Egyptian delegation withdrew from the Chtaura meeting and
threatened to drop out of the Arab League in response to the statements, and evidence, presented by the Syrians.45
The unfolding events of the Chtaura meeting, at Park Hotel, were documented by the Damascus-based alAkhbar newspaper in a book titled Nasser Started in Damascus and Ended in Chtaura!
( (عبد الناصر بدأ في دمشق وانتهى في شتوراin which official documents of the meeting are included despite prohibition by
the United Arab Republic.46 In his opening statement at the Chtaura meeting, the Syrian foreign minister and vice
president of the Syrian delegation, Asa’ad Mahasin said (Al-Akhbar, 56 – 61):
أن سورية عندما قامت وحدتها مع مصر فعلت ذلك بمطلق إرادتها وممارسة منها لسيادتها وعندما عبث حكام القاهرة بهذه الوحدة واتخذوا
منها سبيال للتسلط والطغيان والحكم الفردي المستبد البعيد عن ابسط مفاهيم الديمقراطية وعندما لم تنفع جميع التحذيرات بضرورة سلوك
طريق الس يادة الشعبية واالبتعاد عن التسلط الفردي عاد الشعب السوري وفك عرى الوحدة متخلصا من طغيان حكام القاهرة وبذلك
استعادت سورية سيادتها وشخصيتها وستبقى كذلك إلى أن تتمكن من تحقيق الوحدة الصحيحة المبنية على أسس مدروسة عمادها
 وحدة ال يسام فيها, وحدة يكون فيها الشعب سيد مصيره وأمره ومصدرا لجميع السلطات, وحدة تمنع تسلط الفرد وطغيا نه,الديمقراطية
الشعب ألوان العذاب وال تنهدر فيها كرامته وحريته … ومامن شك في أن حكام مصر يعيشون في ابراج وهمية وقد فاتهم أن األساليب
 أساليب التحكم واإلرهاب واالفتتات على,التي استعملوها مع الشعب السوري العربي ال يزالون يستعملونها مع الشعب العربي في مصر
الحريات والكرامات وكلما يعتبر اعز واغلى شيء على اإلنسان هذه األساليب بما فيها تأليه الفرد وعبادته هي التي نسفت الوحدة التي
قامت بين مصر وسورية من أساسها وهكذا استحق الرئيس جمال عبد الناصر بكل ج دارة لقب مسفه احالم العرب وامانيهم … إن سورية
العربية التي يتهمها الرئيس المصري بكبت الحريات تسعد اليوم بحرية القول والرأي والكتابة والصحافة ــفي سورية حريةــ يستطيع كل
 فهل في مصر شيء من ذلك؟ لقد فقد القوم.سوري ان يكتب فيها ما يريد وما يشاء وفوق ذلك تعمل الحكومة على إعادة تشكيل األحزاب
في مصر حتى حرية النطق وأرادوا أن يجعلوا من الشعب المصري المسكين في مجموعة صورة ناطقة ألبي الهول ينظر إليه الرئيس من
.فوق هرمه الفرعوني
Exercising its sovereignty and will, Syria decided to unite with Egypt. However, when the rulers of Cairo
tampered with this unity and used it as a path to authoritarianism, tyranny, and tyrannical individual rule
away from the simplest concepts of democracy, ignored all the warnings issued to demonstrate the
importance of respecting the popular legitimacy, and refused to move away from individual
authoritarianism, the Syrian people decided to end the bonds of this unity. By doing so Syria regained its
sovereignty and will remain so until it is able to achieve the correct form of unity based on wellestablished foundations rooted in democracy. Syria seeks an Arab unity that prevents the domination and
tyranny of the individual, a unity in which the people are the masters of their fate and the source of all
authorities, and a unity in which the people do not experience different forms of torture and lose their
dignity and liberties. There is no doubt that the rulers of Egypt live in imaginary towers. The rulers of
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Egypt continue to employ the methods they used with the Syrian Arab people with the Arab people of
Egypt, methods of control, terrorism, and degeneration of the freedoms and dignities. These methods,
that include the deification of the individual, are the main reason that forced Syria to dismantle its unity
Egypt. And therefore, those reasons are why President Gamal Abdel Nasser justifiably deserves the title
of the destroyer of Arab dreams and aspirations. The Syrian Arab Republic, which the Egyptian president
accuses of suppressing liberties, is enjoying today the freedom of speech, opinion, writing, and
journalism – in Syria there is freedom in which every Syrian can write whatever he wants and whenever
he wants. And on top of that, the Syrian government is working to reinstate all political parties [that were
dissolved by Nasser]. Is there any of that in Egypt? The people in Egypt lost even the freedom of
vocalization. The rulers of Egypt want to turn the poor Egyptians into talking copies of the Sphinx, that
the President [Nasser] looks down at from above his pharaonic pyramid.

Additionally, in the introduction to the book Nasser Started in Damascus and Ended in Chtaura Syrian Minister of
Agriculture and Agrarian Reform and member of the official Syrian delegation to the Chtaura meeting, Amin
Naffouri wrote:
وعندما تقدمت سورية العربية بشكواها الى مجلس جامعة الدول العربية ضد تدخل حاكم مصر بأقواله وأفعاله في شؤونها الداخلية مهددا
سالمتها ومعتديا على كرامة شعبها كانت سورية تهدف من وراء هذه الشكوى الى وضع حكم الطغيان في مصر الشقيقة العربية أمام
 وإلى كشف مساوئ حكم الطغيان و مخازيه وجرائمه,محكمة الرأي العام ا لعربي ممثال في وفوده وأعضائه الى مجلس الجامعة العربية
 والى فضح اآلثام الخطيرة التي اقترفها في سورية خاصة لتحطيم فكرة,إزاء القضايا العربية الكبرى التي تمس صميم الكيان العربي
الوحدة العربية الشاملة وفكرة الديمقرا طية واالشتراكية التي ناضلت سورية العربية من أجلهما منذ زمن طويل حتى اعتقدت أنها وصلت
 و تنطق باسم العرب كافة في كل ما,إليها في ظل حكم عبد الناصر … وكانت سورية العربية تشعر بأنها تخوض معركة العرب جميعا
 فأرسلت ممثليها الى شتورا من وفد رسمي، وكانت عميقة الفهم لخطورة وجدي ة ما يعرض على الجامعة.قالته وفي كل ما صدر عنها
وصحافة ومحامين وهي واعية لما هي مقبلة عليه … وكانت القضية المعروضة على اجتماعات شتورا هي معركة المصير العربي في
 ولم تكن معارك الحرية في سورية ضد االستعمار واألحالف والتكتالت العسكرية أعنف وأخطر من معركتها مع.حاضره ومستقبله
 ولكنها تقمصت وتجسدت باالنفصال واالقليمية،الناصرية التي تقنعت وتسربلت بالعروبة وبالوحدة والديمقراطية واالشتراكية
 ولن تحيد عن خط سيرها.والدكتاتورية والتبعية … ان سورية العربية ستبقى حاملة لواء الطليعة في ركب األمة العربية المتحررة
.التاريخي وعن مبادئها السامية في سبيل رفعة الوطن العربي في كل أرجائه
When the Syrian Arab Republic submitted its complaint to the Council of the League of Arab States
against the interference of the ruler of Egypt [Nasser] with his words and actions in its internal affairs,
that threatens its safety and violates the dignity of its people, Syria aimed to place the rule of tyranny in
Egypt before the court of Arab public opinion. In addition, Syria also aimed to uncover the faults, shame,
and crimes of tyranny's rule committed against the principle Arab issues lying at the heart of the Arab
entity, and to expose the grave sins that he [Nasser] committed in Syria specially to destroy the ideas of
inclusive Arab unity, democracy, and socialism for which the Syrian Arab Republic fought and
wrongfully believed that it achieved during the Union with Abdel Nasser. The Syrian Arab Republic
feels that it is fighting this battle on behalf of all Arab nations and is speaking in the name of all Arab
peoples through everything it said and issued. Syria has a deep understanding of the seriousness of what
it presented to the League of Arab States, and therefore it sent its representatives to Chtaura in the form
of an official delegation that includes members of the press and lawyers and is fully aware of the struggle
that is to come. The case presented at the Chtoura meetings embodies the battle of the Arab destiny in its
present and future. Syria’s battle for freedom against colonialism and military alliances was not less
violent and less dangerous than its battle with Nasserism, which masked itself with pan-Arabism, unity,
democracy, and socialism yet adopted the schemes of separation, territoriality, dictatorship, and
subordination. And therefore, Syria refuses to deviate from its historical course and its lofty principles
that aim to elevate the Arab nation in all its parts.
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Early Professional and Religious Political Development.
University Education, Choosing between Literature Adab and Medicine:
After earning her baccalaureate degree with excellent marks that were high enough to afford her a choice in
any school of higher education at the University of Damascus, Nahla struggled between literature and medicine. Her
love for reading and storytelling combined with her belief in national causes and the power of words to uplift
societies pulled her at first towards the field of Arab literature, which did not require top grades for admittance,
making it a good choice for students with average to lower grades. On the one hand, Nahla’s disenchantment with
the failed rhetoric and implementation of Arab nationalism pushed her away from political activities, including
socio-cultural engagements. She was exhausted yet remained determined to succeed. With the encouragement of her
father, who discouraged her from studying literature because conservative thinking viewed women engaged in
literary salons as inappropriate at the time, Nahla decided to study medicine and thus became a young pioneering
woman in this field. In choosing to embark on this arduous career path that women at the time did not traditionally
take, she stayed true to her belief in uplifting and advancing societies and the role of women within them.

Figure 11. Nahla and her classmates at Faculty of Medicine at the University of Damascus. In the photograph to the left,
Nahla is wearing a light-colored hijab. The second girl sitting in the row. In the photograph to the right Nahla is captured
examining a microscope along with her female classmates. Source: private family archives.

Islamic Revivalism, the Qubaysiyyat Movement:
In the early 1960s, when Nahla was coming of age, and at the time when Arab nationalism was faltering
and security states were rising in the region, Islamic revivalism was taking shape.47 Although outlawed by Gamal
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Abdel Nasser, the Muslim Brotherhood in Syria continued its public and political activities. Under the leadership of
Mustafa al-Siba'i, the Islamic Socialist Front, an active political party within the Syrian parliament between the
years 1946 and 1958,48 supported the 1961 coup d’état against the United Arab Republic.49 Mustafa al-Siba'i argued
in his book The Socialism of Islam ( )اشتراكية اإلسالمthat socialism and Islam were compatible, thus the formation of a
democratic socialist Muslim state was an attainable endeavor. 50
At that same time, Sheikha Munira al-Qubaysi was in the process of establishing a women’s-only
movement that targeted upper class, educated young women within the Damascene society.51 Not much is publicly
known about the movement’s founder. It is almost impossible to find a picture of her, as she maintains a very private
life in Damascus. Nonetheless, she was reportedly born in 1933 in Damascus, earned a degree in biology, and taught
in local Damascus schools in the area of Muhajireen. In the early 1960s, in addition to her education career, alQubaysi was an active preacher.52 She most likely had adopted the Naqshbandi Sufi tradition due to her close
relationship with Sheikh Ahmed Kuftaro 53 the Grand Mufti of Syria, who had weekly mixed religion circles on
Thursdays in the Abu al-Nur mosque.54 It is believed that due to al-Qubaysi’s activities, she was sanctioned by the
state and forced to leave the field of education. However, such a punishment only provided her with further
determination. By then she had decided to spend most of her time at the Abu al-Nur mosque, where religious
education was provided around the clock. She later joined the Faculty of Sharia at the University of Damascus.

48

Joel Beinin (1987). "Islamic responses to the capitalist penetration of the Middle East". In Barbara Freyer
Stowasser (ed.). The Islamic Impulse. Croom Helm. 1987. 102.
49

Sami Moubayed. Steel & Silk: Men & Women Who Shaped Syria 1900-2000. Cune Press. 2006. 341.

50

Mustafa al-Siba'i.  اشتراكية اإلسالمThe Socialism of Islam, 2nd edition. Cairo, Egypt. 1960.

51
Ibrahim Hamidi “Syrian Islamic women preachers get government nod” al-Hayat (Arabic). May 3, 2006.
Trans. BBC Monitoring. Accessed March 15, 2021. http://joshualandis.oucreate.com//syriablog/2006/05/qubaysiwomens-islamic-movement-by.htm.

Al-Arabiya. “ ألفا70 القبيسيات حركة إسالمية نسائية غامضة عضواتها يزدن عن,” Al-Arabiya. May 3, 2006. Accessed
March 15, 2021. https://www.alarabiya.net/articles/2006/05/03/23408.
52

53
In 1938 Sheikh Ahmed Kuftaro assumed the Murshed (leader) position of the Naqshbandi Sufi Order
after the death of his father, Sheikh Amin Kuftaro. And in 1951 he became the Grand Mufti of Damascus, and in
1963 Grand Mufti of Syria. He was in close alliance with the Baath Party.

Islamica Magazine. “Sheikh Ahmed Kuftaro,” Internet Archives, March 23, 2006. Accessed March 12,
2021. https://web.archive.org/web/20060323085345/http://www.islamicamagazine.com/content/view/87/61/.
54

Al Rifay 44

Despite limited information about the Qubaysiyyat, the organization or sisterhood is known for its heavy
reliance on secrecy in its activities. It revolves around the founder with a cult-like culture in which loving alQubaysi, as a mentor, becomes an essential part and gateway for the sister’s closeness to the Prophet Muhammad.
The member is considered merely a vessel tasked to consecrate al-Qubaysi herself (Hamidi). For most years since its
founding, the movement was strictly active underground in private homes, which aided in its spread across a specific
class of Damascene women. Al-Qubaysi is known as “the miss” by her followers given her previous career in
education and her status as unmarried. It is believed that most, if not all, of the wives and daughters of the Islamic
figures and leaders in Syria are members of the Qubaysiyyat movement, which continues to provide the movement
with needed political and religious support to aid its continuity and extend its global reach, even in western
countries.
During her early years at the Faculty of Medicine, Nahla attended a number of events at the Faculty of
Sharia at the Damascus University, in which Mustafa al-Siba'i gave his final public lectures. At one of these events
Nahla met al-Qubaysi and subsequently briefly joined the movement. She had the rare opportunity of studying
directly with al-Qubaysi herself – something most Qubaysiyyat disciples do not even dare to think of. For three or
four years, Nahla attended al-Qubaysi’s weekly circle and became an active member in the then young movement.
But the movement’s rapid growth inflated al-Qubaysi’s cult of personality, turning her into a prophet-like figure.
Nahla was deterred by the cult and al-Qubaysi’s indirect encouragement of it and decided to leave the Qubaysiyyat
movement permanently.
Throughout her time with and after leaving the movement Nahla continued to engage with other religious
teachers to widen her understanding of Islam and its intellectual relationship with society and politics. She attended
circles in Abu al-Nur mosque with Sheikh Ahmed Kuftaro, as well as other circles. She even organized her own
forum that focused on religion and its role in pan-Arabist societies and states. However, her study of medicine
quickly consumed her entire time and she decided to focus on her education away from political activism. Yet,
despite all her attempts to stay away, politics remained at home for her, especially with the rise of the Baath Party
after the 1963 coup d’état.
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Nahla recalls of her experience with Munira al-Qubaysi:55
 كانت تعلم مادة العلوم والنبات والحيوان فيزيولوجيا لطالبات دار،)هي معلمة جامعية خريجة كلية العلوم من جامعة دمشق (على األغلب
 خبيرة بنفسيات النساء واهتماماتهن ومفردات أحاديثهن وارتباطهن بها وببعضهن برباط المحبة.المعلمات والمدارس الثانوية في دمشق
 لكن كان هناك رفض للتعلم من مصدر آخر من الدعاة إال بإذن حرصا على تماسك وتعاون.وتركز على ا لمشورة والتعاطف والطاعة
 كنت اعتبر الحكمة ضالة المؤمن يلتقطها حيث يجدها وهذا كان مرفوضا في مجال.وطاعة التلميذات في مجال التعلم والتعليم والدعوة
 كان إيماني مبنيا على قاعدة عقالنية رافض للتبعية والتحيز والطاعة المطلقة لشخص ما.التنافس على حشد المريدات ووحدة ا لتوجيه
. وبقي االحترام المتبادل والدعاء. كنت أقدس حريتي وانتمائي لإلسالم وأرفض التعلق الشخصي وسيلة إلى التربية،فانسحبت
She is a university teacher who graduated from the Faculty of Science from Damascus University (most
likely). She taught biology and physiology to the female students at the Teachers Union and secondary
schools in Damascus. She is an expert in women's psychology, concerns, vocabulary, and connection to
each other in the bond of love, counseling, compassion and obedience. However, there was a refusal to
learn from another source of preachers except with permission, in the interest of the cohesion,
cooperation, and obedience of the Qubaysiyyat disciples. I used to consider wisdom as the lost property
of the believer who would pick it up where he found it, and this was rejected in the Qubaysiyyat
movement based on the competition and rallying of disciples and unity of direction. My faith was based
on a rational basis, rejecting subordination, prejudice, and absolute obedience to someone, so I withdrew.
I sanctified my freedom and my affiliation to Islam as a whole and I refused personal attachment as a
means to education. Mutual respect and prayer remained.

Conclusion:
The mid-20th century proved a critical moment in Syria’s history and the development of Nahla’s character
and personality. The national, and regional, ramifications of the political and ideological mayhem described in this
chapter shaped Nahla’s lifelong prospects. Her personal choices were greatly influenced by the public discourse and
the restless tides of competing autocratic and theocratic powers over Syria's national identity. Stamped by rising
tensions, the following decades exacerbated the underlying apprehensions that ultimately exploded in an armed
conflict, mass arrest campaigns on the part of the Syrian state, and the rise of Hafez Al-Assad’s cult of personality at
the center of a self-preserving cycle of violence that simultaneously established an equilibrium and partnership
between the competing autocratic and theocratic Syrian forces. Instead of pursuing the socialist democratic project
of the 1950s and early 1960s, establishing further democratic institutions and norms, Assad’s far-left-military-fascist
ideology abducted the Syrian dream while concealed by the Baathist nationalist doctrine in partnership with
powerful figures of Islamic revivalism. Rather than democracy, military oppression became Syria’s unifying
national identity.
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Chapter 2: Dr. Nahla Al Qazak: The Matriarch in Defiance and the Destabilization of Family.
Introduction:
After the fall of the United Arab Republic Islamist and Nationalist ideologies clashed in Syria. When
thinking of these political feuding powers it is important to recognize that at the core they are formed of individuals
and families, many of whom were traditionally considered ordinary people before they were political leaders and
influencers. The decades from 1960s to 1980s witnessed the brutal collision of the Muslim Brotherhood, the primary
force on the Islamist front, against the Baathists on the opposing secular military socialist front. Prior to ultimately
generating an equilibrium, where the two forces were able to coexist in a disfigured form, they each sought total
elimination of the opposing power. In their pursuit of total elimination, they eliminated the individuals and the
families, that coalesced at the core of these factions.
In this chapter I trace the story of Dr. Nahla Al Qazak as she continued to navigate the fine alleyways of
Syrian politics of egotistical totalitarianism from the1960s until 1980s especially during the rise of the Baath Party
and later Hafez al-Assad’s military regime. I touch upon her higher education, political and professional careers, and
marriage to Islamist historian and thinker Abd Alwadood Yusuf Barghouth during Assad’s confrontation with
antagonistic political forces that opposed his socialist authoritarian rhetoric and policies. The historical and
biographical narratives documented culminate at the point when Abd Alwadood was murdered in the year 1980.
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Disillusionment: Collapse of the Arab Union and the Rise of the Baath Party.
1963 Syrian coup d'état:
President Nazim al-Qudsi led Syria after
the 1961 secession from the United Arab
Republic, and his government represented an old
regime formed from the economic and political
urban elite class that increasingly grew more
detached from the Syrian rural public and
military. Despite its hold on power, the
secessionist regime of al-Qudsi was unable to
eradicate Nasserism from Syrian politics, nor
could it maintain a stronghold on the ideological
developments in the country. It is alleged that alQudsi himself refused to dismiss any civil
servants from his government due solely to their
past allegiance to Gamal Abdel Nasser or

Figure 12. Syrian President Nazim al-Qudsi in 1962. Source:
Syrian Modern History (https://syrmh.com).

continued political belief in Nasserism. He believed in a multi-party-political system, in which different platforms
would compete for governance. Nonetheless, pro-western al-Qudsi and his three prime ministers–Maarouf alDawalibi, Bashir al-Azma and Khalid al-Azm known for their strong opposition against the military meddling in
politics–constituted the last generation of the traditional oligarchy of non-Baathist educated city notables who had
governed Syria politically and economically for centuries during the Ottoman Empire, the French Mandate, and the
early independence years after 1946.56
Early in 1960, a group of five young Baathist Syrian military officers from rural backgrounds and with a
distinct disdain for the urban elites formed a secret Military Committee (Seale, Asad, 60). Their aim was a complete
transformative revolution that brought down the old elite oligarchy along with Nasserism once and for all in favor of

56

Patrick Seale, and Maureen McConville. Asad of Syria: The Struggle for the Middle East. (London: I.B.
Taurus, 1988), 72-73.

Al Rifay 48

a proletariat, pan-Arabist restructuring of society and politics in Syria based on Baath ideology.57 Among those
young officers in the Military Committee were Salah Jadid and Hafez al-Assad, who was only thirty years old.
Despite their differences, early on in their movement, the officers recognized the importance and legitimacy of a
political cover and thus formed a partnership with Michel Aflaq, the political mastermind behind Baathist thought
and doctrine and the public personification of the Baath Party, who in turn needed the officers to reenter the political
scene in Syria after the demise of the United Arab Republic (Seale, 60).
In the early hours of March 8th, 1963, the Military Committee and its network from within the Syrian armed
forces set up roadblocks and moved tanks into Damascus, severing the capital city and preventing the movement of
other military units loyal to the al-Qudsi government. They then captured the two key military camps in Kisweh and
Qatana that guarded Damascus from the south, neutralized the 70th Armored Brigade of Syrian military, took hold
of the Ministry of Defense, seized the Dumayr air base east of Damascus, the headquarters of the entire Syrian air
force, and occupied the radio. Finally, President Nazim al-Qudsi was arrested (Seale, 75 – 77). If this so-called
March 8th Revolution was successful, it was met with indifference from the population, whose exhausted body was
weary of coups and counter coups.
The five officers who formed the Military Committee were young in age and experience. Aged between
twenty-eight and thirty-eight (Seale, 62), they lacked the statutory experience required to present themselves as the
leaders of Syria. Thus, they formed a secret governing body of twenty men known as the National Council for the
Revolutionary Command. Given their limited experience and rural minority backgrounds, the officers needed a
front-man to present to the Syrian public. Enter Sunni Colonel Amin al-Hafez of Aleppo, who was brought back
from exile in Buenos Aires, Argentina, promoted to Lieutenant General and put in charge of the Ministry of Interior
in record speed (Seale, 78 – 80).
Amin al-Hafez was known as an opportunistic politician who quickly established himself as a ruthless
leader. al-Hafez studied in the Homs Military Academy and allied himself with the pan-Arabist movement of Gamal
Abdel Nasser and advocated in favor of the United Arab Republic in 1958. In the wake of the 1961 secession from
the United Arab Republic, he was exiled to Buenos Aires on orders of President Nazim al-Qudsi. Having made his
triumphant return in 1963, Amin al-Hafez was appointed President later that year by The National Council for the
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Revolutionary Command. Once in power, Amin al-Hafez enforced a state of emergency58 and implemented
sweeping socialist nationalization policies that dismantled the political and economic power of the urban elite class,
confiscating their lands, factories and companies. By 1965, one hundred private companies were nationalized. He
also fiercely fought political dissent, banning all political newspapers and outlawing all political parties. And in a
major show of force al-Hafez sent military airplanes to bomb the city of Hama on the pretext of squashing an armed
military insurgency by the Muslim Brotherhood in April 1964.59
1965: President Amin al-Hafez, Military Confrontation in the Umayyad Mosque.
Umayyad Mosque Protest 1965:
In 1965, in the midst of Nahla’s career at the Faculty of Medicine, her only brother was arrested after
participating in anti-government protests in Damascus. In the aftermath of the 1963 military coup d’état that
officially brought the Baath party to power in Syria, Damascus was placed under immense pressure from the new
military socialist state during the presidency of Amin al-Hafez. The Baath officers of the 1963 coup d’état enforced
Emergency Law in the country against the civil Syrian constitution. Thus, President Amin al-Hafez, a military
general and a Baathist, ruled with an iron fist subjugating the population and crushing any form of dissent violently.
To express their dissatisfaction with the leftist ideology of the military socialist Baath Party, and its
arbitrary policy of nationalization, local Damascene merchants and business owners went on a strike and closed their
businesses in the spring of 1965, probably on a Friday. 60 They gathered at the Umayyad Mosque or Great Mosque of
Damascus, located in the old city of Damascus, and were joined by students, political activists and many
conservative and religious leaders who opposed the leftist policies of the military state. Amongst the protesters was
Nahla’s brother, Salim, a student at Faculty of Science, Department of Biology, at the University of Damascus. He
had joined a number of his friends and colleagues from the university in protest, including students from other
departments like history and sharia.
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In response to the protests at the Great Mosque, President Amin al-Hafez ordered his military commanders
to disassemble the peaceful protest and arrest all those involved. Thus, just as ordered, military units invaded the
holy grounds of the Umayyad Mosque courtyard with heavy artillery, that allegedly included tanks, breaking its
historic gates and firing at the unarmed congregation and peaceful protesters. It is estimated that ten-thousand
protesters were arrested,61 including Nahla’s brother Salim and her future husband, and many killed.
Although this incident is rarely discussed, it is considered a major point of friction between the Syrian
population–particularly in the capital city Damascus, with its largely Sunni conservative and traditional populace–
and the socialist Baathist military state. Despite attempts to reconcile, the relationship between the state and the
conservative Damascus business class remained rocky and until this day the attack on the Umayyad Mosque weighs
heavily on the conscience of the people of Damascus.
Well-known Syrian lawyer, former judge, political prisoner, and opposition figure Haitham al-Maleh,62
who generally holds conservative pan-Arabist political views, wrote about the 1965 Umayyad Mosque incident and
the subsequent punishment of Syrian judges who demanded justice (al-Maleh, Political Insights):
،ً وأصدرنا بيانا. نظراً لحالة البالد، وتداعى القضاة إلى اجتماع وقررنا التوقف عن العمل،كنت يومها قاضيا ً في محكمة الصلح في دمشق
 كما أعلنت نقابة المحامين التوقف،طالبنا فيه بإطالق سراح المعتقلين ورفع حالة الطوارئ وما إلى ذلك مما يندرج تحت بند حقوق اإلنسان
 أقدمت السلطة1966  وفي عام، وفشلت جهود المواطنين في تحقيق أي مطلب بالنظر لشدة القمع الذي مارسته السلطات،ًعن العمل أيضا
 قاضيا ً من وظائفهم وكان على رأس القائمة24 بارتكاب مجزرة بحق القضاة فأصدرت مرسوما ً برفع الحصانة عن القضاء وصرفت
.رئيس محكمة النقض المرحوم عبد القادر األسود بينما كنت أنا كاتب هذه السطور آخر فرد في هذه القائمة
At that time, I was serving as a judge at the Magistrate’s Court in Damascus. The judges called for a
meeting during which we decided to go on strike. We issued a public statement demanding the release of
the detainees and the end of the state of emergency in accordance with the clauses dealing with the issues
of human rights in the Syrian law. The Lawyers’ Syndicate joined the strike and announced its support as
well. Given the severity of the suppression practiced by the [Baath] authorities the citizens' efforts failed.
In 1966 the state committed a legal massacre against judges. The state issued a decree lifting our judicial
immunity and dismissed 24 judges. The late Abdul Qadir al-Aswad, President of the Court of Cassation
at the time, was at the top of the list while I, the author of these lines, was the last person listed.

In the aftermath, President Amin al-Hafez was nicknamed “Abu Abdo the Mule” or “ ”أبو عبدو الجحشin the
popular street in reference to his lack of diplomatic and pragmatic thinking and inability to negotiate with the Syrian
political and religious factions. He has entered Syrian history as the first Syrian president to launch a military attack
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on his own people. On the same day of the attack, the President gave a speech from the balcony of the Presidential
Palace in Damascus63 and allegedly said “Women give birth a lot, and we will cut off their hands and feet and throw
them to dogs” in reference to the protesters at the Umayyad Mosque. In response to the protests, many stores in
Damascus, particularly those on strike were broken into and confiscated by the state. A total of one hundred twenty
companies were seized under the pretext of solidarity with the protesters (al-Maleh).
Detention and Relationship:
After the Umayyad Mosque protesters were arrested and detained in the notorious Mezzeh prison. Nahla
and her family visited her brother Salim in detention. At the Damascus University Mosque Nahla had met a niqabveiled young woman from the Barghouth family. After the detentions, Nahla met the same young woman by chance
as she was visiting her brother as well at the Mezzeh prison. She was a classmate of Salim, studying biology, and
her brother was a student at the history department at Damascus University. The college students were detained
together, in the same section, and had similar visitation hours. Over the next few weeks Nahla got to know this girl
as they planned their prison visits together and introduced her to the Qazak family. The girl was originally from the
city of Homs in western Syria, north of Damascus. She was from the wealthy Homsi merchant family Barghouth
and was living in Damascus alone with her brother as they both attended the university. Nahla’s parents invited the
young girl to visit, and in return she introduced them to her family while they were in Damascus from Homs during
visitation.
By then, Nahla’s father had returned from Saudi Arabia to join the United Nations Relief and Works
Agency for Palestine Refugees in the Near East (UNRWA) permanently. He and his wife had enough savings to
purchase the family a small two room apartment behind the Zaid Ibn Thabit Mosque in the al-Fahameh
neighborhood, an old Sunni conservative working middle class area in the al-Qanawat district near the Bab Srejeh
produce market in the old city, where the Qazak family first lived after immigrating from Haifa, Palestine via
Lebanon. In this small apartment Nahla entered the Faculty of Medicine at the University of Damascus, where she
spent long nights studying for her medical school exams. Even then, she used her mother’s old singer sewing
machine as a desk and put her pens and pencils in the small drawer where threads and needles are usually kept in the
sewing machine table. Although her mother continued to use the sewing machine, she kept all her small sewing
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equipment, mainly threads and needles, in an old English Mackintosh's Quality Street chocolates tin. The tin was a
prized possession for Nahla’s mother, reminding her of the good old days in Haifa and of her English school and
higher education. It was also a tradition for Syrian women to keep sewing equipment in Quality Street chocolates tin
at the time.
After the Umayyad Mosque protest, Salim, Nahla’s brother, was detained for seventy days in the Mezzeh
prison where military and political prisoners were held. In those seventy days, the Qazak and Barghouth families
established good relationships that would turn into a close friendship and later unification by way of marriage. In
prison Salim met Abd Alwadood Yusuf Barghouth, a history student and the brother of Nahla’s new friend from
Homs. During prison visits, Nahla was introduced to Abd Alwadood as well.
Abd Alwadood Yusuf Barghouth was a conservative young man who believed in Islamic revivalism and
the formation of a state rooted in Islamic traditions. Unlike Nahla’s moderate Sunni family, the Barghouths were
ultra-conservative and opposed the Baath state on economic and religious reasoning rather than political. Abd
Alwadood was a bright young man; he had an ability to organize and lead students and recognized his powerful
intellectual and writing skills early on in life. Later, he claimed that he was one of the organizers behind the
Umayyad Mosque protest and had encouraged his fellow students to join. In the eyes of young Nahla, he was a
charming young man of medium height, with a dark well-maintained beard and an intellect to which she was
attracted. Most importantly, he was an academic with a religious vision and a political project, much like Nahla
herself. He was working as an inspector in the Syrian Directorate-General for Antiquities and Museums. During the
seventy days in Mezzeh prison Abd Alwadood and Salim became good friends, paving the way for a lifelong close
friendship afterwards. They, along with other students, were released last as the Baathist government of President
Amin al-Hafez aimed to teach the educated middle-upper class an unforgettable lesson, making an example out of
them.
1966 Syrian coup d'état:
On May 18th, 1965, Israeli spy Eli Cohen was executed by hanging in the Marjeh Square of Damascus. He
had been a close associate, advisor, and a trusted friend of President Amin al-Hafez since his exile days in Buenos
Aires, Argentina.64 The Eli Cohen scandal was immensely embarrassing for al-Hafez, who had personally ordered
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the execution in a show of force and purged nearly 500 other associates of Eli Cohen (Joffe). But he was unable to
escape the scandal that followed. Coupled with his authoritarian tendencies and feud with Salah Jadid, a member of
the Military Committee, al-Hafez’s reputation eroded. Soon after Eli Cohen’s execution, Amin al-Hafez was ousted
in a coup d'état on February 23rd, 1966, led by then major general and armed forces chief of staff Salah Jadid, and
supported by Hafez al-Assad.65
Jadid and al-Assad became the de facto leaders of Syria after the ouster of al-Hafez. However, they needed
a Sunni front man and by order of the National Council for the Revolutionary Command installed Nureddin alAtassi, the Regional Secretary of the Arab Socialist Baath Party – Syria Region, from the city of Homs as
President.66
To the young medical student Nahla, the shift in power went generally unnoticed. Given that Syria was
used to coups and counter coups at that time, she knew that Nureddin al-Atassi had become president yet was
unaware that Salah Jadid, Assistant Regional Secretary of the Arab Socialist Baath Party – Syria Region, was the de
facto leader of Syria in disguise. By then she was fully immersed in her studies and intentionally stayed away from
national politics preferring to focus on her spiritual and religious activities.
Marriage 1967:
In 1967, Nahla and Abd Alwadood got married. It was a time marked by rising tension between the Arabs
and Israel, culminating in the six-day war of 5th – 10th of June 1967, or the ‘an-Naksah’ (the Setback) of 1967.
Serving as the Syrian minister of defense, Hafez al-Assad was appointed fifteen months previously by the Arab
Socialist Baath Party’s Military Committee in the aftermath of the 1966 coup d'état (Seale, 103). Assad is widely
credited for the Syrian loss in the 1967 war; however, it must be noted that he was not the sole decision maker at the
time. Al-Assad was sharing power with Salah Jadid in the shadows, camouflaged by Nureddin al-Atassi’s
presidency. In spite of the Baath party propaganda, al-Assad was nicknamed “Seller of the Golan” or “ ”بياع الجوالنin
Arabic by the public, for he allegedly handed over the Golan Heights to Israel without putting up a real fight, in an
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attempt to protect the Baath military state from total humiliation and collapse. On June 9 th, Syria requested a
ceasefire and after a short clash the Syrian troops were ordered to fall back north of Qunaytirah, a town in the Golan
plateau where the confrontation had occurred. The town was declared annexed, arguably in an attempt to enforce the
ceasefire requested by Syria. The Syrian troops on the fighting front were to join the military defending the capital
city, leaving the road to Damascus open for the Israelis (Seale, 140 – 141).
This was the type of move that defined al-Assad’s early military career, when he was known for tactical
withdrawal from active combat, specifically when facing an external enemy with a greater military force, like Israel,
as what happened during the Black September events in 1970 that will be discussed later in the chapter. He
cunningly preferred to withdraw or remain neutral to protect the Syrian troops, particularly the air force, but his
negotiating was not in good faith. The Assad military power was not truly employed for the defense against foreign
enemies. Rather, the Assad military was organized to defend the Baath state against domestic insurgencies and civil
disobedience, ensuring the regime’s survival. Throughout his presidency Hafez al-Assad’s greatest shows of force
were against his political opponents, organized and disorganized militias, and unarmed civilians domestically. It can
be speculated that Assad’s decision to withdraw from the Qunaytirah and abandonment of the Golan Heights
altogether in favor of Israel was in accordance with a deal brokered by Moscow that granted the Baath Regime’s
survival in Damascus (Seale, 141). The Baath regime was in disarray, and maintaining a stronghold domestically
was a higher priority for its longevity than gifting its supposed enemy a section of the Syrian sovereign land. By the
end of the six-day war Israel had annexed the Gaza Strip, the Sinai Peninsula, the West Bank, and the Golan Heights
from its Arab neighbors.
Syrian opposition leader Haitham al-Maleh wrote (al-Maleh):
يونيو وقعت المأساة التي خسرت فيها سوريا هضبة/ وفي الخامس من حزيران، وصل حافظ األسد إلى كرسي وزير الدفاع1967 في عام
 كان حافظ األسد مع العديد من ضباط الجيش يديرون المعركة التي لم تقع من مخبئ تحت األرض (بلوكوس) ومن بين هؤالء،الجوالن
 وقد فوجئ الجميع بإعالن حافظ األسد سقوط الجوالن قبل أن تطأها أي قدم إسرائيلية بأكثر من،كان أحد أصدقائي العميد ياسين بركات
 وانسحبت قطعات الجيش دون تنظيم ودون أن يتلفوا، ساعة وفي بيانه طالب الجيش المتمركز هناك باالنسحاب (كيفياً) أي دون ترتيب24
 وكان االنسحاب مهينا ً ومذالً للعسكريين الذين توزعوا في الجبال والسهول مشاة ال،أي سالح أو وثائق أو مخططات تخص الجوالن
. حول كيفية االنسحاب وكيف ترك كل العتاد في مكانه، وقد حدثني قريب (شقيق زوجتي) وكان ضابطا ً في الجيش،يلوون على شيء
 ودخل سكان الجوالن إلى، إال أن أولئك لم يكن لديهم دولة،وغادر سكان الجوالن مواطنهم كما فعل الفلسطينيين الذين غادروا فلسطين
 كانو ا يذهبون إلى قراهم ودورهم ليحضروا بعض أمتعتهم ومن ثم يعودون ولم يكن يواجههم في، ولمدة أسبوع كامل،منطقة ريف دمشق
 كتب ضابط االستخبارات في الجبهة (خليل مصطفى بريز) كتابه سقوط الجوالن واتهم فيه حافظ.تلك المنطقة أي جندي من جنود العدو
 إلى دمشق حيث حكمته المحكمة العسكرية1968  مما أدى إلى اختطافه من لبنان عام،األسد بالخيانة العظمى وتسليم الجوالن دون حرب
.28  عاما ً قضاها15 بالسجن
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In 1967 Hafez al-Assad became the Minister of Defense and on the fifth of June that year the tragedy
occurred in which Syria lost the Golan Heights. Hafez al-Assad, along with many army officers,
conducted the battle and among them was one of my friends General Yassin Barakat. Everyone was
surprised by Hafez al-Assad's announcement that the Golan had fallen more than 24 hours before any
Israeli had set foot in it. In his statement al-Assad demanded the army stationed there to withdraw. The
withdrawal was humiliating to the soldiers, who were dispersed in the mountains disguising as civilians.
My brother-in-law, who was one of the officers at the time, told me that they withdrew leaving all the
artillery in place. The local residents of the Golan left their homes, just as the Palestinians did, and
moved to the countryside of Damascus. During a whole week they [internally displaced people from the
Golan] traveled back and forth between Damascus and their villages with their belongings. They did not
face any violence or fear of attack by any enemy soldiers in that area. Khalil Mustafa Barez, an
intelligence officer serving at the front, accused Hafez al-Assad in his book titled The Fall of the Golan
of high treason after handing over the Golan without putting up a fight. In 1968, Barez was kidnapped
from Lebanon and sentenced to 15 years in prison by the military court in Damascus. He spent 28 years
in detention.

A few month later, in September 1967, Damascus was practically under siege both by Israeli military, a
foreign enemy, and the Baath Military Command, a domestic enemy. The people in Damascus suffocated from
domestic oppression in the name of resistance, a trope the Baath state propaganda amplified. Despite the
circumstances, per their usual traditions, Damascenes found reasons to celebrate. Nahla and Abd Alwadood’s
wedding at the end of 1967 was small yet marked a pivotal happy moment for the two families. Their wedding was
held in the Qazak family’s humble apartment behind the Zaid Ibn Thabit Mosque in the al-Fahameh neighborhood.
Nahla, who was in her fifth year of medical school, wore a simple French lace dress with a Guipure-Lace jacket and
Abd Alwadood had a matching tie and handkerchief. Nahla’s father preferred she marry into a less conservative
family and attempted to end the relationship. The two families argued briefly over the dowry and Nahla’s living
conditions. But her father was ultimately convinced and respected Nahla’s choice. After the wedding Nahla moved
into the same small apartment where Abd Alwadood
and his sister lived. By then Abd Alwadood had
already graduated from the University of Damascus
and was working as an inspector in the Syrian
Directorate-General for Antiquities and Museums,
while Nahla resumed her medical school and residency
training.
Figure 13. Nahla Al Qazak and Abd Alwadood Yusuf Barghouth
after their marriage at the end of 1967 in Damascus. Source:
private family archives.
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Starting a Family 1968:
The first two years of Nahla’s married life were busy. She was in the process of completing her medical
training, specializing in internal medicine and anesthesiology. She was still a full-time student, attending classes at
the university and had to train in the Al-Mouwasat University Hospital and sleep on campus during overnight shifts
every day except on the weekend. The first month
and half of her internal medicine training was at a
private medical practice in the morning, and thus
she got the chance to return home for a few days a
week. Although she was supposed to live with
Abd Alwadood in the small apartment with his
sister, Nahla practically lived in the university
hospital. Within two years, the couple purchased
their own small apartment in the conservative alFahameh neighborhood across from the Zaid Ibn
Thabit Mosque within walking distance from
Figure 14. Nahla, Abd Alwadood, and their first daughter Khawla
Barghouth in Damascus, probably in 1969. Source: private family
archives.

Nahla’s family home. They chose the specific
building overlooking Khalid ibn al-Walid avenue

because Nahla’s father had invested in a small flat on the first floor, designated for clinics, for her to establish a
private practice in. In September 1968, Nahla had her first daughter, Khawla Barghouth. At the end of the year, with
her daughter in her arms, Nahla graduated from the Faculty of Medicine at Damascus University with distinction as
one of only ten other women in her class, officially becoming one of the first female doctors in modern Syrian
history to graduate from the University of Damascus.
Nahla recalls:67
تخرجت وانهيت التدريب وغادرت كلية الطب والسكن الجامعي كنت احمل وليدتي في الوقت الذي كان زمالئي المتدربين في مشافي
.الجامعة يحملون حقائبهم ويرحلون
I graduated and finished training and left the College of Medicine and the university residence. I was
carrying my baby at a time when my fellow trainees in the university hospitals carried their bags and left.
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Baath Party Oppression: Public Life and Sociopolitical Activism.
Al-Assad’s so-called Corrective Movement:
The years from 1968 to 1972 were relatively quiet for Nahla and Abd Alwadood. While Nahla continued
her country service, for which she was required to work in the countryside for a number of months as part of her
medical licensing process, Abd Alwadood enrolled in Ain Shams University, in Cairo, Egypt, to earn a master’s
degree in history. Nahla chose to complete her service in Al-Tal, the city where her father had a business partner
who had helped them after the Qazak family migrated from Haifa, Palestine, by the way of Lebanon.
Meanwhile, given his full-time employment at the Directorate-General for Antiquities and Museums in
Damascus, Abd Alwadood had access to rare original documents from Syria’s years under the Ottoman Empire. The
Ottoman sultan Selim I, known as Selim the Resolute, had conquered the Syrian region from the Mamluks in 1516.
The Ottomans controlled the greater Syria region until 1918, when the empire collapsed, at which point they agreed
to hand over the region to the Allies after WWI. During their time, the Ottomans organized Syria, or Şam (in Arabic
and Turkish) into several Eyalets or States, each with its own administrative structures that of course included legal
and financial institutions. Each state had a massive archival collection documenting the daily activities of its
inhabitants. Possessing a great interest in Islamic history and philosophy, young Abd Alwadood seized the
opportunity to explore archival 16th century Sharia court documents from the Elayet or state of Hama, now known
as the city of Hama, located in west-central Syria.
At Ain Shams University, Abd Alwadood studied under the supervision of well-known Egyptian historian
Dr. Ahmed Ezzat Abdel Karim. On April 4th, 1968, President Gamal Abdel Nasser appointed Dr. Abdel Karim as
the Dean of Ain Shams University,68 and thus he was serving at this post during Abd Alwadood’s graduate studies
in Egypt. Fortunately though for the young couple, Abd Alwadood was not required to live in Cairo during his
graduate studies. Naturally, he conducted his research in Syria, between Damascus and Hama, and visited Cairo
occasionally in the years leading up to his graduation in 1972. Abd Alwadood typed his graduate thesis in classical
Arabic, a total of 319 pages, on a typewriter in his small apartment in al-Fahameh in Damascus. His Master’s thesis’
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title is Elayet Hama in the 16th Century: The
System of Government and the Structure of
Society, from the Hama Sharia Court Records
(  نظام الحكم وبنية:لواء حماة في القرن السادس عشر

)المجتمع من سجالت المحكمة الشرعية بحماة. Bernard
Lewis, the famous Islam and oriental studies
scholar, read and praised Abd Alwadood’s
thesis during his early years at Princeton
Figure 15. Abd Alwadood at his master’s thesis defense at Ain Shams
University, in Cairo, Egypt, in 1972. Source: private family archives.

University in the mid 1970s. Lewis
commented that if Abd Alwadood were a

student of his, he would have earned a Doctorate of Philosophy based solely on this research.69 Abd Alwadood had
planned to continue his studies, possibly under the supervision of Lewis at Princeton University, but his academic
career was interrupted by the increasingly complicated political and ideological struggle in Syria. 70
In the meantime, as Nahla and Abd Alwadood strove to further their academic and professional careers,
Hafez al-Assad led Syria’s last coup d’état in the 20th century shortly after his decision to disengage resulted in the
failure of Syria’s intervention in Jordan in support of the Palestinians during the Black September crisis. The
Palestinian fedayeen, or Freedom Fighters, under the leadership of Yasser Arafat waged war against the Hashemite
Kingdom of Jordan in an attempt to overthrow the Hashemites and ultimately carve out a Palestinian territory after
Jordan lost the West Bank to Israel in the 1967 war. After the Fedayeen attempted to assassinate King Hussein of
Jordan twice and they hijacked and blew up three civilian airplanes by the Fedayeen, in what became known as the
Dawson's Field hijackings, the Jordanian Armed Forces retaliated. On September 17 th, 1970, the Jordanian Army
surrounded and bombarded, with heavy artillery, Palestinian refugee camps around the capital city of Amman where
the Fedayeen took cover amongst the civilian population. The next day, September 18 th, the Syrians intervened in
the conflict on orders of Salah Jadid. Nearly three hundred Syrian tanks invaded Jordan, joining forces with the
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Fedayeen in the city of Irbid. The Syrian tanks were disguised with Palestine Liberation Army markings. In
response, over the following few days, the Jordanians inflicted heavy losses on the Syrians attacking them with a
well-coordinated air-ground offensive. Meanwhile, in Syria, Salah Jadid ordered Hafez al-Assad to launch airstrikes
against Jordan, yet Assad held back the Syrian air force from confrontation and decided to challenge Jadid
internally.71
On November 13th, 1970, Hafez al-Assad, Commander of the Syrian air force and Minister of Defense,
ousted and detained his friend Salah Jadid, along with Syrian president Nureddin al-Atassi, formally making himself
the de facto leader of Syria. Up until then, Salah Jadid served as the Assistant Secretary General of the Baath Party
Regional Command. Despite occupying no other official governmental post, Jadid was effectively Syria’s leader for
four years from 1966 to 1970 (New York Times, Jadid). At the time, Nureddin al-Atassi, a Sunni Muslim from the
well-known Atassi political dynasty, served as Secretary General of the Baath Party and President of the Republic.
However, he was merely a ceremonial figure appointed by Assad and Jadid to present a friendly civil face to the
majority Sunni Syrian people. Behind the scenes, Assad and Jadid were at the center of power in the country. The
1970 coup d'état is known as the Corrective Movement, per the Baath regime propaganda, in which Assad claimed
to have corrected the mistakes committed by his fellow Baathist officers and strengthened the nationalist-socialist
political movement in Syria (Hinnebusch, 60 – 62). Effectively, through the Corrective Movement, Assad forced
Syria into adopting an even more far-left political ideology in line with that of the Soviet Union and attempted to
normalize relations with regional and international powers after the Black September crisis.
Both Salah Jadid and Nureddin al-Atassi were detained at the Mezze military prison in Damascus for the
rest of their lives, where Nahla’s brother, Salim, and husband, Abd Alwadood, had been imprisoned after the
Umayyad Mosque incident in 1965. Nureddin al-Atassi died of esophageal cancer in 1992 in Paris after spending
twenty-two years in prison (New York Times, al-Atassi), while Salah Jadid, died of a heart attack in Damascus in
1993. He was considered one of the world's longest-held political prisoners by human rights groups at the time (New
York Times, Jadid).
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Professional Career Development:
After graduating from Ain Shams University in 1972 Abd Alwadood resumed his work at DirectorateGeneral for Antiquities and Museums for around two years. In the mid 1970s, he decided to focus fully on his
independent scholarly work, writings, and political activism. At which point Nahla became the main breadwinner in
the family until Abd Alwadood established the Sham Press, a printing and publishing firm, in 1978 or 1979. 72 In the
meantime, as mentioned previously, Nahla’s father had invested in a small apartment in al-Fahameh, next door to
her residential apartment in the same building, in which she established her medical practice. Thus, Nahla was able
to work and care for her family simultaneously, while Abd Alwadood wrote and published his collection of
illustrated children’s books, novels, and multiple volumes on Islam and political-Islamic philosophy and ideology.
Examined individually Abd Alwadood’s publications aimed for different age groups, yet collectively they
provided a complete curriculum that targets the individual at different stages of life starting from childhood until
adulthood. For example, his first children’s series titled The Stories of Hartha ( )حكايات حارثةconsisted of ten books
each dealing with a particular social issue and providing guidance in accordance with Islamic teachings. His second
project was Stories about the Quran ( )حكايات عن القرآنwhich is a series of twenty illustrated stories based on verses
from the holy Quran. His third children’s collection is titled Stories about the Islamic Prayers ( )حكايات عن الصالةin
which he targeted teenagers and young adults with stories that attracted them to the practice of Salah.
In addition to his children’s books, Abd Alwadood published a number of novels in the 1970s targeting a
more mature audience. These works included They were Savages ()كانوا همجا, a two-hundred-and-fifty-six-pages long
science-fiction novel in which an Islamic Caliphate governs the world in a futuristic setting. In another novel of his,
titled The Revolution of Women ()ثورة النساء, Abd Alwadood discusses the central role of women in the Islamic
society particularly in contrast to what he considered as women’s oppression and lack of freedoms in modern secular
societies.
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One of his unfinished projects, titled The Structure of Islam: The Principles and Pillars, an Ideological
Study ( األصول واألركان دراسة أيديولوجية:)بناء اإلسالم, is an ideological study and vision of the role of Islam in society.
Although he completed the entire project, only one volume of Bina al-Islam
was published. His sudden arrest, disappearance, and subsequent murder in
1980 prevented the publication of other volumes. Nonetheless, the family in
Damascus still has the manuscripts.
Another one of Abd Alwadood’s major publications was a Quranic
tafsir, or an interpretation, titled The Interpretation of Believers
()تفسير المؤمنين, in which he provides a modern interpretation of the Quran and
discusses pivotal intellectual issues in the modern Islamic thought and
contemporary Islamic revivalism movement.73 Tafsir al-Mu'mnin was
originally printed and published in 1975.74
Figure 16. Cover of Tafsir al-Mu'mnin by
Abd Alwadood Yusuf Barghouth.

Abd Alwadood’s brother, Dr. Mohammed Bassam Yusuf, a leading member of the Syrian Muslim
Brotherhood, wrote about Bina al-Islam (the Structure of Islam):
 أما القسم الثاني الذي يعالج منهج الحياة في أجزاء. وقد صدر منه هذا القسم األول فقط،  األصول واألركان دراسة أيديولوجية:بناء اإلسالم
 والواقعية العملية، في هذا الكتاب تبدت ذروة النضوج في فكر (عبد الودود) حيث ظهر الوضوح في الرؤية.عدة فلم يصدر منه أي جزء
، بفكرة اإلسالم وببساطتها، لقد أراد من عرض هذا الفكر أن يبث الثقة المطلقة في نفس كل إنسان مسلم. والفكر العمالق عنده،الدقيقة
 من السهل مقارنتها مع العقائد،ت واضحةً محددة
ٍ بحيث يسهل عليه دخول معترك الصراع العقدي اإلنساني وهو يحمل شعارا
 والعلم،واأليديولوجيات األخرى بسرعة ويسر ومن ثم إيصال فكرته إلى عقل وقلب كل إنسان شريف فيقنعه بأنها هي الخير المحض
 يأخذ كل جانب منه،ً بحيث يبدو بنا ًء متكامالً متراصا ً محكما، فهو يعيد إلى المسلم التصور الصحيح لإلسالم. والحاجة الملحة،الخالص
 وال يغلب،ب أساسي
ٍ  فال يفرط في جان، وهذا التصور يمكن المسلم من بناء نفسه بشكل صحي. مترابطا ً مع بقية األجزاء برباطٍ متين،دوره
 كح ٍل جذري ٍ لما تعانيه، ومن ثم يقدم بخطوات الواثق إسال َمه إلى مجتمعه المتخلف وإلى اإلنسانية جمعاء،جانبا ً ثانويا ً على أصول كبيرة
 ودوره، معنى كل جزءٍ من إسالمه-  الذي يدخل معترك الصراع األيديولوجي-  وليعرف هذا المسلم المؤمن.وآالم وعذاب
ٍمن ضنك
ٍ
 وأهمية هذا التبني في نصرة مسعاه، ليكتشف من خالل هذا الوضوح ما إذا كان يتبنى كل الدين أو بعضه،ًوأهميته صغيراً كان أم كبيرا
، وألن نصر هللا ال يأتي إال بالفهم الصحيح والوضوح الكامل والتبني السليم، ألن النصر مشروط بتنفيذ كل أصول الدين وأسسه،الدائب
. ومن ثم تهدمه،تقصير سيؤدي إلى تخلخل البناء المترابط
وألن أي إهما ٍل أو
ٍ
Only the first volume of The Structure of Islam: The Principles and Pillars, an Ideological Study, has
been published. However, none of the remaining volumes that deal with a wider approach to life has been
published. In this volume, the maturity of Abd Alwadood’s thought appeared in his clarity of vision,
precise practical realism, and gigantic ideological thought. By publishing this study, he [Abd Alwadood]
wanted to instill absolute confidence in the soul of every Muslim, helping them trust in the idea of Islam
73
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and in its simplicity. So that it is easy for every Muslim to enter the arena of human ideological conflict
with clear and specific slogans that are easy to compare and contrast with other beliefs and ideologies
quickly and simply. He also wanted to convey his idea to the minds and hearts of every honest person,
convincing them with its pure goodness, pure knowledge, and urgent need. And so, he [Abd Alwadood]
restores to the Muslim the correct conception of Islam. Ensuring that it appears as an integrated and
interconnected structure, with each part holding a sacred role that interlinks with the remaining parts in a
strong bond. This clear perception enables each Muslim to build him or herself in a healthy manner, it
also ensures that Muslims do not neglect basic aspects nor let a secondary part prevail over more central
aspects of Islam in their lives. Then with confident steps the Muslim is able to presents his correct
version of Islam to his backward society and to humanity as a whole as a radical solution for the distress
and torment that humanity struggles with. Abd Alwadood wanted to help each believing Muslim especially those who enter the ideological arena - comprehend the true and clear meaning of every part of
Islam and its role and importance, whether big or small. And to discover through this clarity whether he
or she is adopting all or parts of Islam and understand the importance of this adoption in supporting the
relentless endeavor of the religion, because the ultimate victory in the ideological conflict is conditional
upon the implementation of all the fundamentals and foundational parts of Islam. Allah’s victory does not
come without proper understanding, complete clarity and sound adoption of the true Islam, because any
negligence will lead to the loosening of the interconnected structure and then its destruction.

Despite his relatively young age, Abd Alwadood was able to establish himself as a leading figure in the
Islamic revivalism movement in Syria through writing, publishing, and public speaking. Growing up in Homs, a city
in western Syria, in an affluent conservative family, Abd Alwadood had the opportunity to study with Mustafa alSiba'i, founder of the Syrian branch of the Muslim Brotherhood, directly as a young man. Although the family,
particularly Nahla, cannot confirm Abd Alwadood’s membership in the Syrian Muslim Brotherhood, he is regarded
as one of the most influential thinkers and philosophers in the movement. His works, particularly Bina al-Islam and
Tafsir al-Mu'mnin are amongst the most widely read volumes amongst Syrian members of the Brotherhood in the
region.
Prior to Gamal Abdel Nasser’s war on the Muslim Brotherhood,75 the Islamist movement was treated like
any other vital political partner in Syria. The Brotherhood was active in politics and, through democratic elections,
won seats in the Syrian parliament. However, Nasser’s indignation against them in Egypt paved the way for his
relentless attacks against them in Syria as well during the United Arab Republic years. As the Baath Party formed its
strong hold on power in Syria after the 1963 coup d'état, the Muslim Brotherhood, amongst all other political
parties, was permanently outlawed. It was forced to move underground, which resulted in its rapid radicalization.
Nonetheless, through maintaining a fine distance between full membership of the Brotherhood and political
independence, Abd Alwadood was able to carry on with his intellectual activities publicly in the 1970s. At their
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home in al-Fahameh Abd Alwadood and Nahla held regular weekly gatherings during which he gave lessons in
Islamic thought and discussed his vision and intellectual works. They also invited notable figures to speak at their
home for example Algerian writer and philosopher Malek Bennabi and Islamic scholar and Philosopher Jawdat Said.
Nahla also participated in these events as a speaker and organizer. She played a vital leading role in organizing
women participants and expanding their study circle beyond the male dominated field. Unlike the Qubaysiyyat
movement, however, her goal was not to create a cult-like following. She cared most about the spread of Abd
Alwadood’s Islamic philosophy and the strengthening of political Islamic revivalism combined with a conservative
brand of Arab nationalism. They, Nahla and Abd Alwadood, were on the verge of creating a modern political
movement that respected individual freedoms, freedom of speech and religion, away from political or religious
oppression, under the umbrella of Islam. In fact, by 1980 their influence was so wide-reaching in Syria, particular in
Damascus and Aleppo, to the point of threatening Hafez al-Assad’s military regime.
Islamist Uprising in Syria, 1976 - 1982:
After taking over, the regime of Hafez al-Assad attempted to restructure Syrian society and create a new
military-minority-rural alliance that dismantled, and largely ignored, the urban-educated-elite class that formed the
old pre-1963 coup d’état government. This marginalized class, particularly the Sunni-urban-economic-elite in
Damascus and Aleppo found refuge in Islamic revivalism. They challenged the legitimacy of the Baathist military
state by turning to political Islam. Within this increasingly tense environment the Syrian Muslim Brotherhood
captured the opportunity to stage an uprising and an armed insurgency between 1976 and 1982 against the Assad
regime with the aim of toppling the Baath Party and restoring the pre-Baath political order. In response to the
intensifying internal pressures the Baath Regime increased the scope and powers of the security, intelligence forces,
and the secret police or the Mukhabarat, that operated relatively freely under the protection of Syria's Emergency
Law, which was installed after the 1963 coup d’état.76 By doing so Hafez al-Assad effectively turned Syria into a
police state.
Between 1976 and 1982, Islamic militants rocked the country with a prolonged and perpetual series of
assassinations, strikes, suicide bombings, and local rebellions aimed at destroying the core foundation of the Assad
regime (Hinnebusch, 93). They mounted a true challenge that culminated in two major events: the siege of Aleppo
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in 1980 and the Hama Massacre in 1982. During these two events the Assad regime forces executed thousands in
Aleppo, targeting male citizens over the age of fifteen years old,77 and wiped out the city of Hama in west-central
Syria, a stronghold of the political Islamist opposition, killing an estimated number between 2000 and 20,000
people,78 with some estimates even reaching 40,000 deaths.79
It would be inaccurate to assume that the entire religious establishment stood in defiance of the Assad
regime. If that were the case, the Assad regime would not have survived the multiple serious challenges the Syrian
Islamic opposition posed over the decades. Early on in his political career, Hafez al-Assad formed political and
economic ties with segments of the Sunni religious establishment in Syria on which he relied heavily to bolster his
oppressive regime. One of his major partnerships was with Sheikh Ahmed Kuftaro, who supported the Baath Party
from even before Assad’s ascendancy to power.
In the 1970s, during the years of the Islamist Uprising, there was a major split within the Ulema class, or
Muslim scholars, in Syria. In a simplified manner the Ulema and the Islamist fronts can be divided into two main
groups: followers of Mustafa al-Siba'i, founder of the Syrian branch of the Muslim Brotherhood and dean of the
Faculty of Sharia at Damascus University, versus the Grand Mufti of Syria Ahmed Kuftaro, founder of the Abo El
Nour Mosque and institution.
The roots of the al-Siba'i-Kuftaro struggle can be traced back to the Syrian parliamentary election of 1957.
That year four seats in the Syrian Parliament, representing Damascus, Homs, and Al-Suwayda80 were vacant in the
aftermath of a national scandal in which a few parliamentarians were accused of treason after allegedly planning a
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coup d’état supported by the United States.81 In the wake of that scandal, the Association of Ulema in the Levant82
( )رابطة علماء الشامagreed to nominate Mustafa al-Siba'i to represent Damascus in the parliament given his membership
in the Association and position as “Chief Ideologue” of the Syrian Muslim Brotherhood. al-Siba'i’s opponent was
Riyadh al-Malki,83 a young Baathist Lawyer representing the non-Islamist coalition of the Baathists, Communists,
and the National Party. In 1957, Ahmed Kuftaro was serving as the Grand Mufti of Damascus with an eye on the
position of grand mufti of Syria. After a meeting with Akram al-Hawrani,84 a prominent pan-Arabist and member of
the Baath Party national command, Kuftaro formally announced his support for the Baathist candidate Riyadh alMalki against Mustafa al-Siba'I (Musa). By doing so Ahmed Kuftaro aligned himself with the Baath Party and
publicly stood against the Association of Ulema in the Levant and the Syrian Muslim Brotherhood. In this KuftaroBaath alliance Hafez al-Assad found vital support during his coup d’état in 1970 and subsequent armed conflict with
the Islamists and Muslim Brotherhood.
Riyadh al-Malki won the election after a fierce standoff between him and Mustafa al-Siba'i. In his memoir
prominent Syrian populist-nationalist-Baathist politician Akram al-Hawrani wrote (al-Hawrani, 2370 – 2374):
افتتح الشيخ مصطفى السباعي حملته االنتخابية بوصفه مراقبا عاما لإلخوان المس لمين … وقد استغل رجال الـدين منابر المساجد للدعوة
للشيخ مصطفى السباعي والتهجم على األستاذ رياض المالكي وحزب البعث العربي االشتراكي واتهامهما باإللحاد الشيوعية والمروق عن
، كان الشيخ أحمد كفتارو يطمح إلى مركز اإلفتاء للجمهورية السـورية وكان يأمل ان يصـل فـي المسـتقبل إلى هـذا المركـز.الدين الحنيف
فقمت بزيارته وبحثنا معـا الوضـع االنتخابي فـي دمشـق وضـرورة تأييد المالكي ضـد مرشـح اإلخوان المسلمين فأبـدى اسـتعداده
للمساهمة فـي المعركة ألنه لـم يكـن على وفـاق مع االخوان المسلمين وقد بر الشيخ كفتارو بوعده… وألول مرة نزلت نساء الطبقة
الدمشقية األرستقراطية مـن عـائالت العظـم ومـردم والقـوتلي وااليـوبي وغيرها إلـى سـاحة المعركة فتولين الوكالــة عــن الشيخ السباعي
.والدعاية له … وقـد اصيب المرحوم السباعي بعد هذه المعركـة بالجلطـة التـي كانـت سببا في وفاته فيما بعد
Sheikh Mustafa al-Siba'i launched his election campaign as the General Secretary of the Muslim
Brotherhood in Syria. The clerics took advantage of their religious platforms and positions at local
mosques to preach in favor of Sheikh Mustafa Al-Sibai and attack Riyadh al-Malki and the Arab
Muhammad Khair Musa. “Kuftaro: The Decisive Battle with al-Siba'i and the Split of the Religious
Establishment,” Syria TV (Arabic). March 3, 2021. Accessed April 10, 2021.
ُ وشر-السباعي-مع-لَة.
https://www.syria.tv/الفاص-ُالمعركة-كفتارو؛%D9%90الدينية-المؤسسة-خ
81

82
Sheikh Sariya Abdul Karim Al-Rifai along with his brother Sheikh Osama al-Rifai are founding
members of the Association of Ulema in the Levant. Sheikh Sariya Al-Rifai resided in the same building as Nahla
and Abd Alwadood in al-Fahameh area. He preached at the Zaid Ibn Thabit Mosque. The two families continue to
maintain a close friendship. In fact, Sheikh Sariya Al-Rifai presided over the marriage of Nahla and Abd
Alwadood’s eldest daughter, Khawla, who also married into the religiously prominent Al-Rifai family. For further
information on the association visit their website https://www.rocham.org.
83
Riyadh al-Malk was the younger brother of Adnan al-Malki, the Deputy Chief of Staff of Syrian Army
and leading figure in the Baath Party, who was assassinated in 1955 allegedly by the Syrian Social Nationalist Party.
84

Akram al-Hawrani (1911 - 1996) was a powerful politician in Syria who influenced the formation and
rise of a populist, nationalist, and Baathist ideology in the mid 20th century. He served as the Vice President of
United Arab Republic from 1958 to 1960.

Al Rifay 66

Socialist Baath Party, accusing them of communism and atheism. Sheikh Ahmed Kuftaro aspired to the
position of Grand mufti of Syrian Republic, so I visited him. Together, we discussed the parliamentary
election in Damascus and the importance of supporting al-Malki against the Muslim Brotherhood’s
candidate. Kuftaro expressed his willingness to support us in this battle because he was not in agreement
with the Muslim Brotherhood. Sheikh Kuftaro delivered on his promises. For the first time ever, the
women of the aristocratic Damascene families like al-Azem, Mardam, al-Quwatli, al-Ayyubi, and others
[women of families that traditionally ruled Syria] went down to the battlefield and carried the mantle for
Sheikh al-Siba'i. After losing this election the late Sheikh al-Siba'i suffered a stroke, which later caused
his death.

A few years after the elections, the first major military confrontation between the Muslim Brotherhood and
the Baathist regime occurred in 1964 during the presidency of Amin al-Hafez. At the time the people’s grievances
were not purely religious; rather, they were largely fueled by economic injustice camouflaged with and infiltrated by
religious outrage. One year after the Baath’s 1963 coup d’état the country’s economy was stagnant. Sunni urban
notables resented what became known as Akram al-Hawrani’s peasant revolt in which the Baath Party nationalized
many privately owned lands particularly in the region of Hama, the central Syrian plain. In April 1964 a riot was
staged in Hama by Islamists who reportedly killed a member of the Baath National Guard and assaulted other Baath
Party establishments in the city. The Islamists raised arms against the Baath regime and took cover in the Sultan
mosque in the old city of Hama. Following the orders of Amin al-Hafez the old city and Sultan mosque were shelled
with heavy tank-fire (Seale, 92 – 93). At the time Hafez al-Assad was a member of the Regional Command of the
Arab Socialist Baath Party and had joined the discussions over the regime's response to the insurgency in Hama, a
mere eighteen years before he, as president of Syria, presided over the Hama Massacre of 1982.
Nahla recalls that the struggle between the Muslim Brotherhood and Baath regime escalated significantly in
June of 1979. Up until that point, the conflict consisted of mostly assassinations, hit-and-runs, and bombings.
However, on June 16th a massacre at the Aleppo Artillery School resulted in the slaughter of at least thirty-two
young officers from Alawite background, the same minority sect of Hafez al-Assad. At the Artillery School a
gunmen opened-fire at the officers who gathered in the dining-hall indiscriminately (Seale, 316). At the time Nahla
and Abd Alwadood were focused on their activism and professional careers, and Abd Alwadood had established
Sham Press as mentioned previously. Given their personal and political interests and networks Abd Alwadood had
close relations with the Muslim Brotherhood leadership, yet he never approved of the mounting armed insurgency.
In fact, he publicly denounced the massacre at the Aleppo Artillery School and demanded to hold the perpetrators
fully accountable. Along with many other Islamist leaders Abd Alwadood faced serious assassination threats

Al Rifay 67

targeting specifically those who denounced the insurgency along with Alawite leaders of the Baath party and regime
like doctors, teachers, and civil servants (Seale, 316 – 317). Believing in the ideals and strength of peaceful
resistance, Abd Alwadood traveled to Aleppo later in 1979 to meet with leaders of the Muslim Brotherhood in the
hopes of convincing them to halt their armed operations and commit to an economic boycott and a national strike.
He believed that paralyzing the state economically would coerce the Assad regime into making a deal with Islamist
parties. Abd Alwadood hoped to circumvent an imminent exceptionally brutal bloodbath that terrorized the Syrian
society and pulverized any hopes of democratic reconciliation. In early 1980, as the regime besieged the city of
Aleppo with an estimated 30,000 troops and security forces (Paul), Abd Alwadood and a few of his associates
printed and disseminated leaflets calling for a general strike in Damascus and held strategy meetings of opposition
figures and activists at his home in al-Fahameh. Abd Alwadood’s efforts failed to significantly influence the course
of events in Syria yet positioned him in a direct public dispute with the two feuding sides of the conflict – the Assad
regime and the Islamist militants. On March 31st, 1980, Abd Alwadood disappeared.
A New Family Home:
Meanwhile in the 1970s the al-Baramkeh neighborhood, a walking distance from the al-Fahameh area, was
under construction. Prior to then, al-Baramkeh had consisted mostly of farmlands. The modern neighborhood was
designed around the Tishreen Stadium, named in reference to Hafez al-Assad’s 1970 coup d'état, or the Corrective
Movement, which occurred on the 13th of November or “Tishreen al-Thani'' in Arabic. Up until then Nahla’s father
had planned to move his family to a new home that was of the same caliber and size as their original apartment in
Haifa, Palestine. However, he refused to purchase in an old building and insisted on a new development, waiting
until a new apartment complex was finished and customized to his enjoyment. In the mid 1970s, with the armed
conflict raging in the backdrop, Nahla’s father found a new apartment in the quiet upper middle class Sunni
neighborhood of al-Baramkeh, the new development in the historic al-Qanawat district where the Qazak family first
lived after migrating from Haifa.
The family purchased the entire top floor in the building, in addition to the rooftop, because Nahla’s father
did not want any neighbors living above him.85 He simply had to be on top. The new apartment had wraparound
balconies, a large entryway, a modern kitchen and two bathrooms. Along with three bedrooms, a living room, a
large dining room in the center and two connected salons for guests and receptions, where children were not
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allowed. The sun filled the apartment every morning, and Nahla’s mother grew her favorite flowers, red geraniums,
all around the balconies in terracotta pots. In the evenings, Nahla, her parents, children, and siblings would gather on
the large terrace adjacent to the kitchen for evening coffee and sweets. They would listen to the adhan, call to
prayers, from the nearby Musab bin Omair Mosque, and watch TV on summer nights. A small blue metal swing set
found a home on the kitchen terrace along with an outdoor couch and table.
On the one hand, by the late 1970s, Nahla’s family was finally able to replace part of what they lost after
their forced migration from Palestine in 1948. Yet, on the other hand, Nahla lost her husband and watched her entire
world crumble once again as violent forces of injustice committed horrific crimes against her dearest family and
friends. Not only Abd Alwadood disappeared on March 31st, 1980, Nahla was detained suddenly that same day as
well leaving her children alone under the sole supervision of her eldest daughter who was only eleven years old at
the time.
Family Saga: Arrest and Assassination.
On March 31st, 1980, a beautiful spring day in Damascus, a Mukhabarat unit86 came for the arrest of Nahla
and Abd Alwadood from their home. Their eldest daughter, Khawla, was home with her four siblings. They were
getting ready for school that morning when a Mukhabarat unit suddenly broke into their home in al-Fahameh.
Terrified, and forever traumatized, Khawla’s heart dropped in that moment, as a group of armed men occupied her
family home.
It is unclear if he and Nahla had anticipated their arrest – after all, they were being harassed and threatened
regularly and the regime was in the midst of a sweeping detention campaign of opposition figures and activists in
Damascus. In any case, Abd Alwadood was not home; he had left early searching for his father-in-law, who had
been arrested overnight due to his youngest daughter’s relationship with political activists. Nahla recalls that her
father witnessed the arrest of a young man and his sister, both of whom were friends of Nahla’s youngest sister and
neighbors in al-Baramkeh. It seems that his name was mentioned by the young neighbors and so the Mukhabarat
quickly arrested him.
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includes, but not limited to, the General Intelligence Directorate, Political Security Directorate, Military Intelligence
Division, and the Air Force Intelligence Directorate. Syria’s Mukhabarat operate independently from each other
without limits to their areas of jurisdiction. Since 1963 the Mukhabarat relied on Syria’s emergency law for
detaining people without arrest warrants and denying due process of law. In Syria the Mukhabarat report directly to
the president.
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At home the Mukhabarat locked Nahla and the children in the salon as they conducted a thorough search of
the apartment. That morning the family had visitors–Nahla’s youngest sister, a medical doctor colleague, Abd
Alwadood’s sister, and the housekeeper–and they were all asked to stay put as well. The Mukhabarat destroyed Abd
Alwadood’s bookcase, flipped his desk and scattered his papers, and kept the front door open as they searched. They
also flipped beds, opened wardrobes, emptied drawers, moved furniture, scattered bean and rice jars from the pantry,
and even searched under rugs and in the attic. Khawla noticed the neighbors gathering at their front door, yet the
unit of Mukhabarat stationed there pushed them away.
Abd Alwadood soon returned home. The neighbors downstairs forewarned him of going up because the
Mukhabarat were looking for him. He ignored them and went up anyway. To his surprise he found his father-in-law
handcuffed at the front door. The Mukhabarat brought him along. Abd Alwadood was not allowed to enter his
apartment, and he was immediately handcuffed and taken into custody. This was the last time Abd Alwadood saw
his home.
With Abd Alwadood’s arrival the Mukhabarat found their main subject. In addition to him and Nahla, they
arrested all the adults present except for Abd Alwadood’s sister, Khawla’s paternal aunt, who shortly afterward fled
the al-Fahameh apartment leaving the children alone in their destroyed home. On that day, Khawla was eleven years
old. She quickly realized she herself was now the guardian of her four siblings; they had to fend for themselves.
Throughout the arrest, Khawla held her newborn baby brother and kept her younger siblings nearby. She
protected them and, in a way, found refuge amongst them. When all the adults were gone, including the Mukhabarat,
Khawla attempted to rearrange the apartment. To the best of her ability at eleven years of age she tried to put their
shattered life back together. As she cooked for her siblings, a new unit of armed Mukhabarat officers in khaki
uniforms arrived. They split the apartment in two, taking over the front section where the salon, the master bedroom,
and Abd Alwadood’s office were located, while locking the children in the back section – the family room, kitchen
and bathroom. With the apartment full of armed security men and her parents vanished, Khawla tried calling her
extended family but the officers occupying the residence blocked the landline. Her youngest sibling, a newborn baby
boy was crying in his crib. She picked him. It was a Monday.87

Khawla Barghouth, interview with author, April 16, 2021. To read more about Khawla’s experience see
the book by Muravchik, Joshua. The next Founders: Voices of Democracy in the Middle East. 1st ed. New York:
Encounter Books, 2009. Chapter: The Dissident.
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To Nahla that day was unlike any other. She knew of her father’s arrest overnight and urged Abd
Alwadood to inquire about his whereabouts first thing in the morning. She got up early, prayed, and helped the
housekeeper prepare breakfast for the family. She put on her white coat and beige hijab and welcomed her colleague
who was there to help at the clinic. She had a busy day planned ahead seeing patients back-to-back. In fact, a few
patients were already waiting in the reception area when the Mukhabarat arrived that Monday. By then Nahla was
well-known throughout Damascus and the suburbs for treating poor patients gratis, something she continues to take
pride in. Yet, that day she was unable to see any of her patients; instead, they saw her being arrested.
From her apartment’s window, Nahla remembers glimpsing security cars on the busy Khalid ibn al-Walid
avenue where the building is located. Within a few minutes of Abd Alwadood’s arrival, Nahla was escorted out still
wearing her white coat. The Khalid ibn al-Walid avenue was barricaded by a number of vehicles and armed officers
stationed at the building's large entrance gate. Nahla and Abd Alwadood were allowed to sit in the same vehicle that
transported them from home to detention, their last car ride together. Some neighbors followed the Mukhabarat
vehicles to confirm where the couple was being taken. Nahla and Abd Alwadood were detained at the notorious
underground Sheikh Hassan Prison known for terrible reports of torture in the Bab Moussalla area in Damascus. To
make matters worse, Nahla was pregnant with her sixth child, whom she lost in detention. On their way Abd
Alwadood attempted to hold her hand despite the handcuffs.
At the prison Nahla and Abd Alwadood were separated. This was the last time Nahla saw her handsome,
educated, husband semi-free–a young intellectual, full of promise, surrounded by the savagely criminal Assad
regime Mukhabarat officers. They circled him like hyenas circle their prey before ripping it apart. In prison Nahla
was mistreated, to say the least, and Abd Alwadood disappeared shortly after. 88
Meanwhile at home Khawla attempted contacting other family members, albeit unsuccessfully. She waited
for her maternal grandmother or aunts to visit, yet they never did. To keep people away, the Mukhabarat unit
stationed at the apartment detained any visitors attempting to check on the children. For days Khawla and her
siblings were alone, along with the armed officers, in a form of solitary house arrest. She attempted to maintain a
sense of normalcy, cooking and cleaning after her four siblings, and tried to go to school but was not allowed. She
even had to cook for the officers, her keepers, when they demanded to be fed. Still, she planned to escape.
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Numerous reports by global human rights organizations document the torture of political prisoners in the
Assad regime prisons. For more information see Amnesty International’s “Syria: Torture by the Security Forces”
(1987), and Human Rights Watch’s “If the Dead Could Speak” (2015).
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One afternoon, her best friend finally visited. She wanted to check on Khawla who had missed many school
days. Khawla and her friend convinced the officers to allow one of her younger brothers to go buy groceries, milk,
and diapers for the baby, who by now had been clearly ill.
Then an hour or so later she requested to visit her best
friend to study for upcoming exams, taking her younger
siblings with them. At her friend’s apartment, a few
buildings down the street, Khawla met her brother, who
awaited her arrival anxiously. They spent a few nights
there. On a stormy evening Khawla stood on the balcony of
her friend's apartment and cried for her mother “Mama …
Mama” she recalls, hoping the wind would carry her voice
over to Nahla wherever she may be. Young Khawla had a
Figure 17. Khawla back-center and her siblings at the
Qazak family home in al-Baramkeh in 1980, weeks after
Nahla was released from the Sheikh Hassan Prison. Note
Khawla’s brother’s bow tie. Source: private family
archives.

hijab on that evening, which she lost in the gusting wind.
Soon Nahla’s mother, Khawla’s maternal grandmother,
found the children and moved them to a family home in

Jobar, of all places, where Khawla’s maternal great aunt resided after forcefully migrating from Palestine in 1948.
The children stayed in Jobar until Abd Alwadood’s brother arrived, planning to take the children to the city of Homs
where they could stay with their paternal family, the Barghouths. Khawla and her siblings stayed in Homs until
Nahla was released a few weeks later after the doctors’ syndicate threatened staging a national strike if the regime
failed to release all medical personnel arrested arbitrarily. 89
For six months after Nahla’s release from the Sheikh Hassan Prison no news had been heard of Abd
Alwadood’s whereabouts. He disappeared in the Assad regime’s notorious prison systems. He had been arrested
under the Emergency Law, so finding him was nearly impossible and hiring a defense attorney on his behalf was not
allowed. No arrest records were provided and despite repeated inquiries he was nowhere to be found. Like thousands
of other Syrian families, Nahla and the children were left completely in the dark at the mercy of the Mukhabarat
awaiting any news. Late in 1980, the family was informed that Abd Alwadood had been transferred to the Citadel of
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Damascus Prison where the regime kept soon-to-be released political prisoners along with common criminals. Nahla
received the news with elation and relief.
Khawla recalls visiting her father four times, or less, at the Citadel of Damascus prison. On their first visit
they saw him from behind a double wire mesh fence. Abd Alwadood was visibly tortured. As he attempted to touch
his children through the wire mesh barrier, Khawla noticed that his nails were pulled, and his fingers smashed and
bloodied. One of the Assad regime’s known torture methods, until this day, is hammering the fingers of intellectuals,
journalists, and writers–a punishment for writing and a warning for others who might dare think, write, or publish.
On another visit Abd Alwadood gave Khawla a handwritten letter inside a small, embroidered coin bag he made in
prison. Syrian political prisoners of the 1980s were known for making embroidered items like coin bags and belts as
gifts, in addition to Misabeh or Prayer Beads made from olive pits. At the Citadel of Damascus Prison Abd
Alwadood was allowed to write and hold study circles
with fellow prisoners. He was even photographed in
prison writing. During one of the visits, he told Nahla
and the family about a novel titled Intercontinental
Missiles ()صواريخ عابرة للقارات, and a comedy play he
wrote to help his fellow prisoners to overcome and
forget even temporarily. He asked if the family could
Figure 18. Abd Alwadood at the Citadel of Damascus Prison in
1980 during what seems like a study circle. Dressed in a beige
jalabiya, the third man from the right side of the photograph.
Note the book in his hands, probably a copy of the holy Quran.
Source: private family archives.

request the two manuscripts, for possible future
publication, but the prison administration denied the
request. On their last visit to the Citadel Prison, Abd

Alwadood was not present. He had been taken into interrogation and did not return. More than forty years later, Abd
Alwadood has not returned.
A few months later Nahla received an official letter from the Al-Mouwasat University Hospital, where she
had practiced as a medical student, requesting her presence to help identify a severely tortured patient believed to be
Abd Alwadod. Such official letters were produced automatically by the hospital without the need for an official
authorization from the Mukhabarat. Upon her arrival at the hospital, the administration denied having him; however,
a colleague of hers told her to check the morgue where political prisoners had been kept – many still alive
presumably. She was not allowed. Officers stationed at the morgue prevented her from entering despite having the
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proper credentials and permit to enter. According to eyewitnesses who survived the Assad torture chambers, Abd
Alwadood was tortured severely. His torture sessions sometimes lasted for seventeen hours. On multiple occasions
his body went into shock and he was transferred to Al-Mouwasat University Hospital twice for treatment.
From the Citadel of Damascus Prison, the family believes that Abd Alwadood was transferred to Tadmor
Prison where he wrote another play on tissue paper. His last public stand at the Tadmor Prison was staging a protest
movement under the slogan “we know and will not testify” or " ''نعرف وال نعترفin Arabic. According to eyewitnesses,
Abd Alwadood was killed repeating the same statement to his torturers (Yusuf).
Nahla spent the following decades sending telegrams to the Ministry of Interior and the various
Mukhabarat branches demanding answers. For years Nahla visited Idarat al-Amn al-Siyasi or the Political Security
Directorate located in al-Maysat Square area of Damascus weekly. And for a decade, or more, she refused to cut her
long hair, anticipating Abd Alwadood’s return. He loved her long hair. Despite knowing that he was killed per the
confirmation of multiple survivors, in her heart she remained hopeful.
About the time period that followed the arrest Nahla said:90
كنت اتوقع دخوله من باب البيت وانا في غرفة الجلوس وادعوا هللا ان يحميه بإلحاح حتى رأيته في حلم يدخل من باب زنزانته وقد توضأ أو
 ثم كان همي األول سداد.اغتسل وعلى عنقه منشفة صغيرة (بشكير) ضربه على المصطبة التي ينام عليها في السجن غاضبا وقال أنا بخير
 أعدت لوالدي الشقة التي كنت قد بدأت دفع ثمنها له في عمارة المخيم.ثمن آلة الطباعة والقسم االكبر من ثمنها الى الشركة التي اشتريت منها
واستردت منه ما دفعته ودفعت قسما كبيرا من مقدم ثمن المطبعة ثم صرت ادفع شهريا مبلغا ليس كبيرا تتمة ثمنها من نصيبنا من أرباح
 الشكر لمن صبروا ولمن نصحوا-  مرحلة استمرت عشر سنوات تسديدا بالتقسيط.شركة الطبا عة والتجليد التي كان جدك قد ساهم فيها
.وأشاروا كان جدك يتوقع دفع الثمن من أرباح المطبعة كان احتجازه سببا في عدم اتقانها وهكذا احتاج التسديد عشر سنوات بدل عام
I expected him [Abd Alwadood] to enter from the front door any minute while I was in the living room
praying to Allah to protect him with much urgency. Until, once, I saw him in a dream enter through the
door of his cell after he had abluted or bathed with a small towel wrapped around his neck. He threw the
towel on the concrete bench he used for sleeping in prison, angrily, and said “I am fine.” Then my first
concern was to finish paying for the printing machine [Abd Alwadood had bought for Sham Press, his
printing and publishing company] to the company from which it was bought. I sold back to my father the
apartment that I had bought from him located in the Mukhayyam area building [Palestinian refugee camp as mentioned previously Nahla’s father was a developer]. I requested the return of the down payment I had
already paid and used a large portion of the money for the printing machine. Then later on I continued to
make small monthly payments from our share of profit from the printing and binding company [Sham
Press] that your grandfather [Abd Alwadood] had invested in. This stage lasted ten years. A decade of
payments made in installments. I am deeply grateful to those who were patient with us and to those who
advised. Your grandfather [Abd Alwadood] had planned to fully pay the price of the printing machine from
the [Sham Press] profits within a year. Yet, just like that, it took me a decade.

More than thirty years later in 2011, after the currently ongoing uprising against the Assad regime erupted
in Syria, Nahla received a phone call to her apartment in al-Fahameh confirming Abd Alwadood’s death. A death
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certificate was never issued, and his final resting place was never confirmed. The Assad regime is known for its
massive mass graves scattered around Syria, where murdered political prisoners are buried, particularly hidden
under new urban development projects and paved highways.
Conclusion:
The years and events leading up to 1980 witnessed the total elimination of democratic hopes of the original
Syrian republic of the 1950s. Despite it being in constant rocking by coup d’états, the first republic was able to
maintain a structure of democratic governance
in which all political factions functioned within
and supported one another. However, the rise
and clash of the two opposing totalitarian
powers in Syria in the aftermath of the United
Arab Republic, the Muslim Brotherhood and
the Baath Party, dismantled the norms and
institutions in which opposing political
ideologies functioned freely. It marked the start
Figure 19. Nahla Al Qazak, the matriarch in defiance, and her five
children a few years after the disappearance of Abd Alwadood and his
subsequent murder. The year was probably 1982 or 1983. Khawla is on
the right side of the photograph. Source: private family archives.

of a long and dark period in the Syrian
consciousness pronounced by a systematic
destabilization of family, the basic building

block of Syrian society, in favor of authoritarian dominance. By the mid 1980s most of pre-Assad political figures,
despite their ideological distinctions, had either been imprisoned, exiled, or assassinated. The Hafez al-Assad regime
turned the vibrant Syrian body into a caved carcass on which Assad (Lion in Arabic) and his hyenas preyed. Thirty
years later, in 2011, the democratic dreams of the Syrian people were revived only to face the vicious oppression of
the regime of Assad the son.
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Postscript
Nahla raised her five children alone as a single mother after Abd Alwadood was murdered. She refused to
remarry despite being young and well connected. Until this day she wears her classic gold wedding ring. Even after
my birth in 1990, and into my teenage years in Damascus, she continued to demand justice for Abd Alwadood. She
never lost hope until his death was confirmed in 2011. Her strong Muslim faith and profound belief in Allah’s
ultimate justice is the source of her strength and determination. With faith as her shield and weapon Nahla continues
to ascent over the earthly pains and focuses on her spiritual and professional journeys. In the years of the Syrian
Revolution, dubbed the Dignity Revolution, notwithstanding her advanced age Nahla was fully committed to
helping the internally displaced people, refugees, and the poor, fleeing conflict areas to Damascus. She provided free
medical care and even, in most cases, covered the cost of medications personally. To her the practice of medicine is
a calling. Although Nahla officially retired from her medical career in 2011, her practice in al-Fahameh is still
present.
As a grandmother, Nahla made sure to instill the love for education and country in my sister and me, her
eldest grandchildren. Throughout her personal and professional life, she emphasized the importance of education in
serving family and society. And therefore, Nahla, like her father and mother, determinedly inspired her children and
grandchildren to transform family struggle into success in higher education.
One of her favorite hadiths, or sayings of the Prophet Muhammad, is:
The wise statement is the lost property of the believer,
so wherever he finds it, then he is more worthy of it.

.مِن َحيْثُ َما َو َج َدهَا فَ ُه َو أَ َحقُّ بِ َها
َ ُالْكَ ِل َمةُ الْحِ ْك َمة
ِ ْضالَّةُ الْ ُمؤ

In 2014, during the early years of the Syrian Revolution, Nahla was able to visit the United States for the
first time to attend my undergraduate graduation. As the conflict intensified, she moved between Prague, Capital of
the Czech Republic, Beirut, Capital of Lebanon, and Damascus. She survived the immense political and economic
pressures of the conflict and suffered many losses. For example, after Abd Alwadood’s murder she, with the support
of her father, built a country house in the city of Darayya outside Damascus. This large house served as her weekend
getaway. During the siege of Darayya between the years of 2012 and 2016 the house was razed by the Assad
military. Since then, she has not been able to visit the area. In 2020, when COVID-19 was declared a pandemic
Nahla moved to Prague semi-permanently. She now lives with two of her five children. She had hoped to attend my
2021 graduation from Harvard University, yet the COVID-19 pandemic prevented her. At the time of writing this
postscript Nahla had been vaccinated against COVID-19. She remains hopeful.
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