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Syria Studies Vol. 15, no. 2, 2023

3

Autocracy, Iran and Religious
Transformation in Syria

Line Khatib?
Introduction

The oversight and regulation of religion and religious leaders in
Syria through both informal and formal cooptation and institu-
tionalization is not new. Rather, it is part of the autocratic re-
gime's familiar attempts to control the religious realm, especially
the Sunni one, which is considered stubbornly autonomous and
powerful and so a potential threat to the regime's monopoly on
power. This is especially the case if/when religious leaders coop-
erate with other groups such as pro-democracy activists, since
such cooperation could magnify each group’s range, reach and
impact. But the new political reality in Syria in the wake of the
Syrian uprisings of 2011 and the ensuing Iranian interventions
on the side of the Syrian regime has meant that there needed to
be some kind of significant transformation, what in this paper is
considered a rupture in the command structure, customary role,

! Line Khatib is an academic with a background in Comparative Politics,
Islamic Studies. and Middle Eastern studies. Her research sheds light on the
challenges facing democratic activism 1 authoritanian contexts. Her latest
work, Questr for Democracy. removes the veil about liberal democratic
groups and actors in the Middle East region through a detailed analysis that
presents democratic activism across generations. The purpose of her work 1s
to re-situate and to shed light on an overlooked and often dismissed move-
ment, 1 an attempt to provoke a re-evaluation of the existing narrative
about the ubiquity and durability of authoritarianism in the MENA region.
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