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Representations of the Palmyra Prison Experience
in Contemporary Syria:

“Resilience of Meaning” in the Memoirs of Muslim Brotherhood Members

Hiroki OKAZAKI

This paper aims to analyze how Syrian writers have described their experiences
in Palmyra prison, a Syrian prison known for its harsh torture, arbitrary executions,
complete disconnection from the outside world, and the spread of infectious
diseases within its confines. In particular, I will focus on the memoir Survivor
from the Guillotine (2021) by Muhammad Barro, a member of the Syrian Muslim

Brotherhood who was the most prominent victim of this prison and its survivor.

First, I will argue how physical and psychological domination, such as the
routinization of torture and the suppression of vision in the Palmyra prison, were
portrayed in Syrian prison literature by secularist writers and non-Syrian Islamists. |
will also examine the margins of human resistance, such as communication through
sound, by sharpening the sense of hearing and the use of memorizing techniques that

go back to the recitation of the Qur’an.

In addition, | will treat in detail the whole chapters of Barro’s memoir, which
clearly presents not only various aspects of “bare life” (as Giorgio Agamben calls
it) in the Palmyra prison, but also his search for two kinds of salvation in the next
and this world, as well as the coexistence of people of different beliefs who rejected

Islamic fundamentalism. In conclusion, | will also confirm that Barro’s ideas
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resonate with those of Auschwitz survivor Viktor Frankl, who spoke of the “resilience

of meaning”.

As a whole, | will compare the memoirs of other Nazi camp survivors, such
as Primo Levi and Jean Améry, with Syrian testimonies on Palmira prison. It will
help to demonstrate that Syrian Islamists, while enduring hell and simultaneously
retaining their deep faith as Muslims, do not narrate their experiences as unique
to Syria, but as a universal issue related to the Holocaust and other “wars of

extermination”.



