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Abstrakt	(česky):		

Tato	dizertační	práce	 zkoumá	 různé	 způsoby,	 jakými	 syrská	drúzská	komunita	

reagovala	 na	 povstání	 a	 následnou	 občanskou	 válku	 v	 Sýrii	 v	 letech	 2011	 až	

2022,	a	zkoumá,	co	tyto	reakce	mohou	odhalit	o	drúzském	postoji	k	současnému	

syrskému	režimu.	Tato	studie	staví	na	literatuře	o	sektářství,	formování	identity,	

náboženství	a	historii	Drúzů	v	Sýrii,	a	také	se	ptá,	co	tuto	komunitu	motivovalo	v	

jejích	odpovědích.	Na	základě	přehledu	existující	literatury	byl	proveden	výzkum	

napříč	 různými	 místními	 a	 mezinárodními	 médii	 a	 zpravodajskými	 výstupy	

sledujícími	situaci	v	Sýrii	a	chování	Drúzů	v	letech	2011	až	2022.	Analýza	těchto	

pramenů	 ukazuje,	 že	 Drúzové	 reagovali	 různými	 způsoby	 podle	

jejich	socioekonomického	 postavení,	 již	 existujících	 politických	 orientacích	 a	

jejich	kulturního	a	náboženského	princip	kolektivní	solidarity	-	assabiya.	Kromě	

toho	 výzkum	vypozoroval	 účast	 Drúzů	 na	 vojenských	 kampaních	 a	 ji	 jejich	

samotné	vytváření,	a	 to	 jak	bojujících	po	boku	režimu,	 tak	po	boku	opozice.	Na	

závěr	 tvrdím,	 že	 většina	 drúzských	 reakcí	 byla	 motivována	 jejich	 hlubokou	

potřebou	ochraňovat	a	zachovat	vlastní	komunitu.	

	

Abstract	(in	English):		

This	 dissertation	 examines	 the	 various	 ways	 in	 which	 the	 Syrian	 Druze	

community	 reacted	 to	 the	 popular	 uprisings	 and	 the	 subsequent	 civil	 war	 in	

Syria	 between	 the	 years	 2011	 and	2022,	 and	what	 these	 reactions	may	 reveal	

about	the	Druze	attitute	towards	to	current	Syrian	regime.	Building	on	literature	

on	 sectarianism,	 idesntity	 formation,	 and	 the	 religion	 and	 history	 of	 Druze	 in	

Syria,	this	study	also	asks	what	motivated	the	Druze	in	their	responses.	Based	on	

a	review	of	existing	literature,	a	research	was	conducted	across	various	local	and	

international	media	and	news	outlets	monitoring	 the	situation	 in	Syria	and	the	

Druze	behavior	 in	2011	until	2022.	An	analysis	of	 the	 findings	reveals	 that	 the	

Druze	responded	in	different	ways	according	to	their	socio-economic	status,	pre-

existing	political	alliances,	and	their	cultural	and	religious	principle	of	collective	

solidarity	–	assabiya.	Moreover,	the	research	observed	Druze	participation	in	and	

formation	of	militiary	campaigns,	both	fighting	alongside	the	reme	and	alongside	
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the	 opposition.	 I	 ultimately	 argue,	 that	 the	majority	 of	 Druzes’	 responses	 was	

motivated	 by	 their	 deep-seated	 necessity	 to	 protect	 and	 preserve	 the	

community.		
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1. Introduction	
1.1. A	Descent	into	Civil	War	

In	March	2011	a	number	of	students	wrote	graffiti	on	a	wall	in	the	streets	

of	Syria’s	southern	city	of	Dara’a,	saying	“it’s	your	turn,	doctor”.	This	referred	to	

Syria’s	 president	 Bashar	 al-Assad,	 originally	 an	 ophtalmologist,	 and	 it	 was	 a	

reaction	to	the	surge	of	anti-government	popular	protests	sweeping	across	many	

Arab	countries	at	 the	time.	Unsurprisingly,	 this	writing	on	the	wall,	 in	 its	 literal	

and	metaphorical	sense,	did	not	sit	well	with	the	incumbent.	Police	tracked	down	

and	arrested	these	students,	presumably	trying	to	prevent	civil	unrest	spreading	

into	 Syria	 too.	While	 in	 custody,	 these	 students	were	 allegedly	 tortured	by	 the	

police,	and	when	the	news	of	this	reached	the	general	public,	people	took	to	the	

streets	 of	 Dara’a	 to	 protest	 the	 police	 brutality	 and	 illegal	 methods	 of	

punishment	 inflicted	 on	 the	 detainees.	 The	 police	 cracked	 down	 on	 the	

protesters	with	considerable	force,	resulting	in	the	death	of	four.	This	gave	spur	

to	yet	more	protesters	coming	to	 the	streets,	 to	which	the	state	security	 forces	

responded	 with	 even	 more	 violent	 methods	 of	 suppression	 and	 containment.	

Gradually,	 this	 spun	 a	 deadly	 vicious	 cycle	 of	 civilian	 protesters	 and	 security	

forces	 cracking	 down	 on	 them,	 the	 result	 of	 which	 were	 nationwide	 popular	

uprisings	of	 the	Syrian	people	demanding	 the	 fall	 of	 the	 regime	and	ousting	of	

president	Bashar	al-Assad	from	the	office.			

As	 the	 situation	 intensified,	 it	 became	 clear	 that	 the	 conflict	 was	 not	 a	

simple	case	of	struggle	between	the	dictatorial	regime	and	the	people,	but	rather	

was	 a	multilateral	 conflict	 with	 number	 of	 actors	 who	 emerged	 over	 time,	 all	

with	 different	 regional	 and	 political	 interests.	Whether	 these	were	 the	 regime	

itself,	loosely	defined	opposition	army,	radicalized	Sunni	opposition,	jihadist	and	

salafi	groups,	and	international	organizations	and	foreign	states,	to	name	a	few,	

they	all	contributed	to	the	aggravation	of	the	conflict	and	to	 its	descent	 into	an	

over	ten	year	long	civil	war.		

During	the	war,	belonging	to	a	certain	ethno-religious	group	has	become	

critical.	As	I	discuss	in	more	detail	later,	civil	conflicts	and	wars	in	multi-ethnic	or	

multi-religious	societies	often	lead	to	fragmentation	of	these	societies	along	their	
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preexisting	ethnic	and	religious	lines,	and	the	gaps	between	the	groups	become	

widened	and	often	exploited	by	the	conflict’s	different	players1.	This	has	been	no	

less	true	in	the	Syrian	civil	war,	and	it	especially	applies	to	the	regime.	Already	

during	the	presidency	of	al-Assad’s	late	father	Hafiz,	the	Syrian	regime	portrayed	

itself	as	the	protector	of	religious	minorities	against	radicalized	Sunni	Islamists,	

under	whose	 rule	 the	minorities	would	be	 in	danger2.	 This	 narrative	has	been	

used	 by	 the	 ruling	 elite	 –	 whose	 ranks	 disproportionately	 comprise	 of	 the	

Alawite	 minority	 –	 especially	 since	 the	 outbreak	 of	 the	 war	 in	 2012.	 This	

intended	 polarization	 of	 the	 communities	 and	 the	 regime’s	 aim	 to	 sway	 the	

minorities	 to	 its	 side	 pushed	 them	 into	 a	 corner	 and	 forced	 them	 to	 make	 a	

difficult	 decision;	 that	 of	 chosing	 sides.	 Should	 the	 minorities	 side	 with	 the	

opposition	–	which	 is	 largely	 comprised	of	 Sunnis	–	 they	might	 run	 the	 risk	of	

discrimination	 or	 repression	 at	 the	 hands	 of	 the	 Sunni	 Islamists	 on	 account	 of	

their	differing	religious	beliefs	and	practices.	Additionally,	 they	would	 lose	any	

regime	protection	 they	may	have	had,	which	would	only	 increase	 the	potential	

danger	from	the	Islamists.	Alternatively,	should	they	side	with	the	regime,	they	

might	 have	 to	 concript	 and	 fight	 in	 the	war	 –	 a	 very	 unappealing	 prospect	 for	

most	people	–	and	they	could	face	animosity	or	even	violent	altercation	from	the	

opposition	for	their	alignment	with	the	authoritatian	regime.		

The	Syrian	Druze	minority	 specifically	has	motivated	 the	writing	of	 this	

dissertation.	 In	 it,	 I	 wanted	 to	 monitor	 the	 faring	 of	 this	 minority	 and	 its	

responses	 to	 the	 socio-political	 events	 in	 Syria	 between	 the	 years	 2011	 and	

2022.	 I	 also	 wanted	 to	 desribe	 the	 possible	motivational	 factors	 behind	 these	

responses	and	I	wanted	to	understand	what	these	responses	and	motives	could	

tell	us	about	the	relationship	between	the	Druze	and	the	current	Syrian	regime.		

A	quick	overview	of	media	outlet	and	academic	articles	on	this	topic	have	

given	 me	 the	 impression	 that	 the	 Druze	 have	 been	 supportive	 the	 regime	 of	

Bashar	 al-Assad	 or	 that	 they	 have	 remained	 neutral	 or	 passive.	 Al-Jazeera,	 for	

instance,	 have	written	 several	 times	on	 the	 topic	 of	 Syrian	minorities	 standing	

																																																								

1	Georgetown	Journal	of	International	Affairs	2019,	The	Weaponization	of	Minorities	in	Syria	and	
2	Ibid.		
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behind	al-Assad’s	regime3,	and	has	spoken	specifically	on	the	Druze	joining	pro-

regime	 rallies	 vis-à-vis	 anti-regime	 demonstrations	 in	 2011. 4 	As	 another	

example,	 Times	 of	 Israel	 have	 described	 an	 entire	 Druze	 neighborhood	 in	

Damascus	as	“pro-Assad”	when	writing	a	piece	on	a	bombing	attack	in	2013.5	In	

academia,	an	author	specializing	in	Middle	Eastern	politics	Fabrice	Balanche,	for	

example,	has	described	 the	Druze	and	al-Assad	as	 “strategic	bedfellows”	 in	 the	

political	 commentary	 section	 of	 Washington	 Institute6,	 and	 he	 has	 written	

several	times	in	his	publication	Sectarianism	in	Syria’s	Civil	War	 that	the	“Druze	

did	 not	 join	 the	 [anti-regime]	 protest	movements”7.	 Similarly,	 Tobias	 Lang	 has	

written	for	the	Carnegie	Middle	East	Center	that	 the	Druze	community	 in	Syria	

has	been	largely	on	the	side	of	the	regime.8		

These	 brief	 and	 generalized	 mentions	 of	 the	 Druzes’	 support	 of	 the	

regime	and	the	occasional	allusion	to	“strategy”	as	a	way	to	describe	the	nature	

of	 said	 support	 prompted	 me	 to	 conduct	 an	 in-depth	 research	 of	 the	 Druzes’	

responses	 to	 the	 events	 in	 Syria	 in	 the	 past	 eleven	 years	 and	 to	 explore	 the	

possible	 motivational	 factors	 that	 could	 have	 propelled	 these	 responses.	 I	

conducted	 this	 study	 with	 a	 presumption	 that	 the	 answers	 to	 my	 research	

questions	will	not	be	 simple	or	 straightforward,	as	 it	would	be	an	oversight	 to	

assume	 that	 an	ethno-religious	 community	of	 roughly	700.000	people	 living	 in	

different	parts	of	the	country	would	react	unanimously	or	would	not	change	its	

actions	 in	 relation	 to	 the	 evolving	 socio-political	 situation	 in	 Syria.	 On	 that	

account,	 this	 study	 assumed	 the	 minority’s	 heterogeneity	 and	 flexibility,	 both	

over	 time	and	place.	 It	 therefore	 follows	a	chronological	 trajectory,	monitoring	

the	 changing	environment	around	 the	Druze	and	 their	 attitudes,	 and	 it	 divides	
																																																								

3	Al	Jazeera	2011,	Thousands	Rally	in	Support	of	Syria’s	Assad,	accessed	May	23,	2022,	
https://www.aljazeera.com/news/2011/10/12/thousands-rally-in-support-of-syrias-assad	
4	Al	Jazeera	2011,	For	Syria’s	minorities,	Assad	is	security,	accessed	May	23,	2022,	
https://www.aljazeera.com/opinions/2011/9/16/for-syrias-minorities-assad-is-security	
5	Times	of	Israel	2013,	Syria:	At	least	16	soldiers	killed	in	blast	in	pro-Assad	Damascus	suburb,	
accessed	May	23,	2022,	https://www.timesofisrael.com/syria-reports-blast-in-damascus-
suburb-casualties/	
6	The	Washington	Institute	2016,	The	Druze	and	Assad:	Strategic	Bedfellows,	accessed	May	23,	
2022,	https://www.washingtoninstitute.org/policy-analysis/druze-and-assad-strategic-
bedfellows	
7	Balanche,	F.,	2018.	Sectarianism	in	Syria's	civil	war.	Washington,	D.C.:	Washington	Institute	for	
Near	East	Policy.	
8	Lang,	T.	2014.	Druze	Sheikhs	Protest	in	Sweida	(Syria	in	Crisis/Carnegie	Endowment	for	
International	Peace).	Syria	in	Crisis.	



12	

the	research	into	four	different	geographic	areas	where	the	Druze	live,	based	on	

my	hypothesis	 that	 the	different	 socio-economic	 and	political	 circumstances	of	

these	areas	would	yield	different	behaviors	and	motivational	 factors.	The	areas	

are	the	villages	in	Idlib	close	to	the	Turkish	borders,	the	governorate	of	Suwayda	

in	 the	 South,	 the	 capital	 of	 Damascus,	 and	 villages	 of	Mt	Hermon	 in	 the	 Golan	

Heights.	This	study	also	worked	with	the	concept	of	identity	and	how	individual	

and	collective	identity	may	have	influenced	the	Druzes’	behaviour.				

With	 these	 preexisting	 assumptions,	 I	 collected	 data	 from	 various	 local,	

regional,	and	international	media	outlets	reporting	on	the	events	in	Syria	and	on	

how	they	influenced	specifically	this	community.	I	observed	the	Druzes’	types	of	

behavior	 and	 interpreted	 it	 against	 the	 backdrop	 of	 my	 understanding	 of	 the	

complex	 conditions	 of	 ethno-religious	 minorities	 in	 civil	 conflicts	 and	 of	 the	

Druzes’	 religious	 and	 cultural	 traditions,	 all	 the	 while	 consulting	 the	 small	

number	of	already	existing	literature	written	on	the	Druze	and	on	their	behavior	

during	 the	 Syrian	 war.	 If	 available,	 I	 also	 included	 video	 documentations	 and	

records	of	interviews	with	Druze	members	conducted	by	various	independent	or	

media	outlet	reporters.	

The	 research	 confirmed	 my	 hypothesis	 and	 revealed	 that	 the	 Druze	

responded	 in	 various	 ways	 across	 the	 four	 areas	 where	 they	 reside,	 but	 also	

within	them.	Various	Druze	activist	and	military	groupings	emerged	throughout	

the	 years,	 who	 either	 supported	 the	 current	 regime,	 made	 alliances	 with	 the	

opposition,	 or	 remained	 politically	 neutral.	 However,	 a	 common	 pattern	 did	

emerge	across	virtually	all	 four	 regions,	pointing	 to	 the	notion	 that	 the	Druzes	

were	rather	apprehensive	of	the	change	of	the	political	status	quo,	i.e.	toppling	of	

the	Syrian	regime	and	installment	of	an	alternative	rule,	as	it	might	threaten	or	

weaken	 their	position	 in	 the	 country	as	a	 religious	minority.	 I	 therefore	argue,	

that	 the	 dominant	motivational	 factor	 behind	 Druzes’	 various	 responses	 were	

therefore	 defensive	 strategies	 employed	 in	 order	 to	 protect	 and	 preserve	 their	

community.		

This	 dissertation	 is	 structured	 as	 follows.	 Chapter	 1	 introduces	 the	 key	

topic	of	this	dissertation	and	provides	a	contextual	and	historical	background	of	

the	Druze,	necessary	for	correct	understanding	of	the	study.	Chapter	2	dicusses	
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the	 theoretical	 terms	 and	 concepts	 that	 the	 subsequent	 research	 works	 with.	

Following	an	overview	of	the	existing	literature,	this	chapter	also	familiarizes	the	

reader	with	the	methods	I	used	to	collect	data.	Chapter	3	is	devoted	to	research.	

It	 is	 divided	 into	 to	 four	 different	 geographic	 areas,	 and	 it	 describes	 and	

discusses	 the	 findings	 against	 the	 backdrop	 of	 the	 conceptual	 and	 contextual	

framework	introduced	in	chapter	2.	Finally,	chapter	4	concludes	the	dissertation,	

and	discusses	and	compares	the	findings	revealed	during	research.	It	draws	final	

conclusions	and	points	to	limitations	of	this	study	and	to	opportunities	for	future	

reseach.		

1.2. Who	are	the	Druze?	

The	 Druze,	 also	 called	 The	 Unitarians	 or	Monotheists	 (al-muwahhidun),	

are	an	ethno-religious	sect	of	around	one	million	people,	most	of	whom	live	 in	

the	 Levant	 in	 the	 Middle	 East.	 Syria	 currently	 hosts	 the	 most	 Druze,	 that	 is	

around	600,000	people,	Lebanon	is	home	to	250,000	Druze,	and	Israel	(including	

Golan	 Heights)	 to	 143,000.	 Several	 thousands	 also	 live	 in	 the	 United	 States,	

Canada,	Venezuela,	and	Jordan.	Their	religion	was	born	as	an	offshoot	of	Isma’ili	

Islam	 in	 Egypt	 in	 the	 11th	 century	 when,	 according	 to	 the	 Druze	 belief,	 God	

revealed	himself	through	Abu	Ali	al-Mansur	al-Aziz	Billah,	the	6th	Fatimid	Caliph,	

also	known	as	al-Hakim	bi-Amr	Allah.	Following	his	mysterious	disappearance,	a	

word	started	spreading	among	his	followers	that	he	went	into	hiding	and	would	

return	 on	 the	 Day	 of	 Judgement	 as	 the	 Mahdi.	 As	 the	 new	 faith	 contradicted	

classical	 teachings	 of	 Islam,	 al-Hakim’s	 followers	 faced	 persecution,	 fled	 the	

country,	and	settled	 in	 the	mountainous	terrain	 in	southern	Lebanon,	southern	

Syria,	 and	 northern	 Palestine,	 also	 known	 as	 Jabal	 al-Houran	 or	 Jabal	 al-Druz,	

where	the	majority	of	whom	reside	till	this	day.9		

Despite	having	historically	branched	off	from	Shia	Islam,	“the	Druze	don’t	

see	themselves	as	Muslims”.	10	In	 fact,	 their	religion	 is	an	“eclectic	admixture	of	

																																																								

9	Dana,	N.	2003,	The	Druze	in	the	Middle	East:	Their	Faith,	Leadership,	Identity	and	Status,	Sussex	
Academic	Press	
10	Ibid.		



14	

Abrahamic,	 gnostic,	 and	 neoplatonic	 conceptions	 of	 the	 divine”11	and	 obscure	

features	 such	 as	 the	 belief	 in	 reincarnation	 (taqamus),	 and	 they	 practice	

dissimulation	(taqiyya),	which	means	outwardly	presenting	themselves	as	Sunni	

Muslims	 as	 a	 means	 of	 self-protection	 against	 a	 potential	 oppressor.	 For	

example,	 the	 Druze	 may	 celebrate	 Ramadan	 to	 “blend	 in”	 with	 their	 Sunni	

Muslim	 environment,	 when	 in	 reality	 Ramadan	 is	 not	 a	 Druze	 festival.	 The	

religion	 is	 purposefully	 secretive,	 even	 to	 its	 own	members.	 Only	 a	 very	 small	

number	of	high-ranking	religious	clergy	knows	the	full	scope	of	the	Druze	faith	

and	has	access	to	the	holiest	books.	Additionally,	the	religion	is	given	at	birth	and	

is	 impermissive	of	 conversion	 in	or	out	of	 the	 religion,	 and	 it	 strictly	practices	

endogamy,	all	of	which	make	it	very	exlusive	and	enigmatic.12		

As	Nisan	argues,	“the	religion	[holds]	the	Druze	together	but	it	ironically	

[constitutes]	 a	 rather	 marginal	 substantive	 aspect	 of	 everyday	 life”,	 most	

definitely	 underpinned	 by	 its	 obscurity	 even	 to	Druze	members	 themselves.	 It	

rather	 has	 a	 social	 function	 in	 the	 community	 and	 shapes	 the	Druze	 collective	

identity.13	As	 such,	 the	 Druze	 display	 an	 immense	 degree	 of	 social	 cohesion	

among	their	community.	 In	 fact,	protection	of	one	another	(hifz	al-ikhwan)	and	

communal	 solidarity	 (assabiya)	 are	 two	 of	 key	 principles	 of	 the	 faith	 and	 the	

community	as	a	whole.	Paton	describes	 this	 in	 the	 following	way:	“There	 is	no	

nation	 in	 the	 world	 which	 carries	 the	 principle	 of	 mutual	 assistance	 and	 co-

operation	so	completely	into	practice,	in	fact;	they	are	more	like	a	large	family	or	

clan	than	a	nation.”14	The	obscurity	and	secrecy	of	 the	religion,	 the	principle	of	

protective	dissimulation	(taqiyya),	and	the	solidarity	and	collective	protection	of	

one	another	(assabiya)	are	important	to	note	as	they	may	provide	an	explanation	

for	some	of	the	behavior	the	Druze	exhibited	during	the	Syrian	Arab	Spring.	

The	 Druze	 religion	 has	 been	 historically	 separate	 from	 politics	 and	 left	

matters	 of	 economy	 or	 political	 organization	 to	 the	 secular	 authorities.	 These	

																																																								

11	Gary	C.	Gambill.	2013.	Syrian	Druze:	Toward	Defiant	Neutrality.	Foreign	Policy	Research	
Institute	
12	Dana,	2003	
13	Nisan,	M.	2002.	Minorities	in	the	Middle	East	:	A	History	of	Struggle	and	Self-Expression	2nd	
Ed.	McFarland	&	Company	
14	Talhamy,	Y.	2012.	The	Nusayri	and	Druze	Minorities	in	Syria	in	the	Nineteenth	Century:	The	
Revolt	against	the	Egyptian	Occupation	as	a	Case	Study.	Middle	Eastern	Studies,	48(6),	973-995	
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have	 constituted	 of	 tribal	 or	 family	 leaders,	 who	 would	 usually	 acquire	 such	

position	 organically	 based	 on	 their	 social	 status	 and	 character,	 not	 through	

voting.	A	religious	leader	–	sheykh	–	would	only	play	a	supportive	and	consulting	

role	 in	 these	matters.	 Additionally,	 Druze	 communities	 in	 Syria,	 Lebanon,	 and	

Israel	 all	 have	 different	 sheykhs	 or	 shouyoukh15	and	 all	 three	 countries	 have	

different	 shouyoukh	 al-aql,	 that	 are	 three	 priests	 representing	 the	 highest	

religious	authority.	As	 such,	 two	separate	 sources	of	authority	have	emerged	–	

secular	and	spiritual	–	that	do	not	clash	and	exist	in	harmony.	However,	because	

of	the	different	levels	of	religious	clergy	and	the	subsequent	multiplicity	of	both	

secular	and	religious	authorities,	there	is	not	one	central	leadership	uniting	the	

all	the	Syrian	Druze	communities.16	

1.3. Druze	in	Syria:	Loyalists	or	Rebels?	

While	the	Druze	generally	“do	not	aspire	to	create	a	state	of	their	own”17	

and	 have	 arguably	 successfully	 adapted	 to	 the	 state	 they	 reside	 in,	 they	 have	

been	 by	 no	 means	 automatically	 nor	 unconditionally	 compliant	 with	 the	

authorities	of	the	state	they	live	in.18	For	instance,	they	took	an	active	role	in	the	

Arab	revolt	against	 the	Ottomans	 in	1916,	and	with	 the	end	of	 the	First	World	

War,	 “Druze	 factions	 helped	 the	 French	 win	 over	 Hawrani”19	region	 from	 the	

British	and	 in	exchange	were	promised	 independence.	This	 they	were	given	 in	

1921	 in	 their	 ancestral	 home	 in	 southern	 Syria	 with	 the	 capital	 of	 Suwayda,	

under	 the	 name	 Jabal	 al-Druze.	 The	 Druze	 autonomy	 in	 the	 region	 was	 not	

complete,	 however,	 with	 the	 French	 authorities	 imposing	 on	 the	 community	

“Greek-Catholic	teachings,	corvee	labor,	and	limiting	the	carrying	of	arms”20.	This	

undermining	of	Druze	power	and	sovereignty	led	to	a	series	of	unrests,	resulting	

in	a	revolt	led	by	Druze	leader	Sultan	Pasha	al-Atrash	in	1925,	which	spread	into	

																																																								

15	plural	form	of	sheykh	in	Arabic	
16	Middle	East	Institute,	2015.	The	Syrian	Druze	at	a	Crossroads,	accessed	on	April	20,	2022	
https://www.mei.edu/publications/syrian-druze-crossroads	
17	Halabi,	Y.	2020.	Tiny	religious	minorities	and	minority	group	rights:	the	case	of	the	Druze	
community.	Social	Identities.	
18	Dana,	2003	
19	Khoury,	P.	S.	1981.	Factionalism	among	Syrian	Nationalists	during	the	French	Mandate.	
International	Journal	of	Middle	East	Studies,	13(4),	441–469.		
20	Nisan.	2002	
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other	parts	of	the	State	of	Syria	and	Greater	Lebanon.	This	revolt,	also	known	as	

the	Great	Arab	Revolt,	ended	with	suppression	of	the	revolution	in	1927.21		

On	the	one	hand,	Druze	involvement	in	these	endeavours	can	be	seen	as	

an	expression	of	Arab	nationalism	and	as	a	start	of	a	symbiotic	alliance	between	

the	 Druze	 and	 the	 Damascene	 Sunnis	 oriented	 towards	 “assimilation	 of	 the	

Druze	 into	 Syrian-Arab	 political	 community”22.	 What	 started	 as	 a	 local	 revolt	

triggered	 specifically	 by	 Druze	 grievances,	 was	 later	 carried	 on	 by	 Sunnis,	

Alawites,	and	Christians	in	the	country,	all	coming	together	on	a	shared	desire	to	

do	away	with	the	French	Mandate.	Additionally,	Sultan	Pasha	al-Atrash	is	till	this	

day	a	hugely	celebrated	figure	among	all	Syrians,	irrespective	of	their	sect.		

On	 the	 other	 hand,	while	 adopting	Arabism	 has	 historically	 been	one	 of	

the	 approaches	Middle	 Eastern	minorities	 have	 taken	 to	 address	 the	majority-

minority	 discrepancies,	 and	 the	 Druze	 in	 this	 case	 did	 indeed	 converged	with	

other	sects	on	their	shared	grievances	with	the	French	authorities,	they	did	not	

participate	 in	nor	 start	 the	 revolt	 for	 national	 consolidation,	 but	 rather	 sought	

after	their	own	secessionist	goals.23	

Much	 to	 the	 disappointment	 of	 those	 seeking	 independence,	 Jabal	 al-

Druze	was	disbanded	and	 incorporated	 into	Syria	 in	1936.	However,	 the	Druze	

did	manage	to	secure	various	positions	in	the	military	ranks	and	in	local	politics.	

As	such,	Druze	officers	could	not	only	participate	 in	civil	politics,	but	also	 later	

“played	 crucial	 roles	 in	 overthrowing”24	Syrian	 presidents	 Shukri	 al-Quwwatli	

and	 Husni	 al-Za’im	 in	 1949.	 Most	 notably	 perhaps,	 several	 Druze	 officers	 and	

members	of	the	al-Atrash	family	conspired	against	Adib	al-Shishakli’s	regime	in	

1953,	 after	 he	 had	 atempted	 to	 unite	 Syria	 under	 the	 ideology	 of	 Arab	

nationalism	“predicated	on	the	denial	that	minorities	existed	in	Syria”25.	He	had	

outlawed	“any	institutional	or	cultural	display	of	confessionalism	in	Syria”26	and	

																																																								

21	Ibid.		
22	Landis,	J.	1998.	Shishakli	and	the	Druzes:	Integration	and	Intransigence.	in:	T.	Philipp	&	B.	
Schäbler	(eds.)	The	Syrian	Land:	Processes	of	Integration	and	Fragmentation.	Stuttgart:	Franz	
Steiner	Verlag,	1998:	369-396	
23	Nisan,	2002	
24	Landis,	1998	
25	Ibid.	
26	Ibid.	
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thus	threatened	to	take	away	any	amount	of	autonomy	the	Druze	had.	This	coup	

d’état	was	unsuccessful	and	ended	in	Shishakli’s	forces	massacring	many	Druzes	

in	 Suwayda,	 sending	 a	 message	 to	 other	 minorities	 who	 might	 have	 been	

thinking	of	revolting	too.	This	only	enraged	the	Druze	more	and	a	year	later	they	

were	 successful	 in	 overthrowing	 Shishakli’s	 regime	 and	making	 the	 president	

flee	to	Brazil.		

Nisan	 characterizes	 the	Druze	 faring	 in	 Syria	during	 the	 first	half	 of	 the	

last	century	until	 the	early	1960s	as	“tension	between	Druzism	and	Arabism,	 ...	

and	between	peripheral	particularism	and	Syrian	unity”.27	The	Druze	were	not	

necessarily	 opposed	 to	 Syrian	 nationalism	 or	 being	 administratively	 and	

politically	 included	 in	 the	 Syrian	 state,	 as	 long	 as	 it	 did	 not	 threaten	 a	 certain	

level	 of	 autonomy	and	power	 that	 they	deemed	necessary	 for	maintaining	and	

preserving	 their	 community	 and	 their	 cultural,	 social,	 religious,	 and	 in	 certain	

aspects	political	self-expression	and	control.		

The	Druze	attitude	of	balancing	integration	into	the	state	and	pertaining	

certain	levels	of	self-rule	were	much	more	compatible	with	the	subsequent	pan-

Arabist	 ideology	 of	 the	 Ba’ath	 party,	 who	 came	 to	 power	 in	 1963	 following	 a	

coup.	 During	 the	 party’s	 socialist	 and	 “pseudo-secular”	 rule,	 as	 Nisan	 calls	 it,	

members	of	minorities,	 including	the	Druze,	proceeded	to	hold	positions	 in	 the	

upper	echelons	of	politics	and	the	military.	Having	Alawite,	Christian,	and	Druze	

members	 in	positions	of	power	was	not	necessarily	 the	aim,	but	 rather	a	 side-

effect	 of	 nepotism	 and	 of	 purging	 the	 regime	 of	 its	 previous	 members	 who	

happened	 to	 be	 largely	 Sunnis.	With	 that	 being	 said,	 a	 narrative	 of	 a	 clique	 of	

minorities	 ruling	 the	 country	 against	 the	 traditionally	 Sunni	 establishment	

emerged	among	mainly	the	former	Sunni	elite.28	Moreover,	having	several	Druze	

officers	 in	 the	 upper	 reaches	 of	 power	 created,	 or	 rather	 strengthened,	 the	

portrayal	 of	 the	 Druze	 as	 a	 “dangerous	 minority”,	 as	 described	 by	 Quwwatli	

several	years	earlier.29	

																																																								

27	Nisan,	2002	
28	Nisan,	2002	
29	Landis,	1998	
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In	 1966,	 a	 faction	 of	 the	 Ba’ath	 Party’s	 younger	 generation	 of	 officers	

instigated	 yet	 another	 coup	 d’état	 and	 established	 a	 new	 government.	 While	

several	Druzes	took	part	in	the	coup,	including	Salim	Hatum	who	was	one	of	the	

four	instigators	and	commanders	of	the	offensive,	“Druze	Baathist	officers	were	

disappointed	that	they	were	not	rewarded	with	the	positions	they	had	hoped	to	

obtain”30	for	their	role	in	the	coup.	As	such,	they	plotted	an	unsuccessful	coup	of	

their	own,	after	which	they	were	exiled	or	executed.	Slowly,	the	Baath	leadership	

ridded	itself	of	members	of	different	than	Alawite	origin	as	means	of	protecting	

their	rule	against	disloyalists,	and	started	to	“fully	dominate	the	Syrian	regime”31	

in	the	1970s.		

While	 these	 are	 examples	 of	 only	 a	 limited	 number	 of	 Druzes	 and	

therefore	cannot	paint	an	objective	picture	of	the	Druze	relations	to	the	regime,	

they	provide	a	good	glimpse	of	the	two	versions	of	the	Druze	history	in	Syria	one	

might	 interpret.	 On	 the	 one	 hand,	 the	 Druze	 have	 historically	 had	 separatist	

tendencies	and	rebelled	multiple	times	against	the	authorities,	be	that	foreign	or	

local.	On	the	other	hand,	they	have	also	enjoyed	positions	of	power	and	formed	

loyalties	around	the	ruling	regime.	Yet	these	two	interpretations	of	the	regime–

Druze	relations	are	not	necessarily	mutually	exclusive	and	it	would	be	unwise	to	

favor	one	over	the	other.	Indeed,	it	would	be	rather	romantic	and	unrealistic	to	

understand	the	Druze	faring	throughout	Syrian	history	as	having	one	particular	

motif	 and	 following	a	 single	 line	of	aspirations.	However,	upon	a	 closer	 look,	a	

pattern	 of	 the	 necessity	 to	 maintain	 a	 certain	 amount	 of	 self-rule	 and	 self-

expression	emerges	as	 the	common	denominator	 for	 the	socio-political	 actions	

of	the	Druzes.		

1.4. Why	Minorities	Matter?	

Middle	 Eastern	 minorities	 have	 been	 a	 subject	 of	 interest	 for	 many	

western	 academics	 for	 over	 a	 hundred	 years	 now.	 Unfortunately,	 earlier	

examples	 of	 studies	 and	 findings	 from	 this	 period	 of	 time	 tend	 to	 hinge	 on	

personal	 opinions	 and	 negative	 stereotypes	 rather	 than	 on	 historical	 and	
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scientific	 judgements.	 For	 instance,	 historian	 Arnold	 Toynbee	 perceived	 the	

minorities	 of	 “Jews,	Druzes,	Maronites,	 and	Alawites	 as	mere	 fossils	 of	 ancient	

faiths”.32	Other	 historians	 were	 even	 more	 poignant	 in	 their	 conclusions	 and	

alluded	 that	 minorities	 themselves	 are	 to	 blame	 for	 their	 discrimination	 and	

persecution.	William	L.	Langer,	 for	example,	 “blamed	Armenian	revolutionaries	

explicitly	 for	 provoking	 the	 Turkish	 massacre”33	inflicted	 upon	 them	 in	 the	

1890s.	In	a	similar	vein,	H.	A.	R.	Gibb	argued	that	the	massacre	of	the	Assyrians	

in	 the	 1930s	 took	 place	 because	 of	 the	 “obstinacy	 of	 the	 victims”.34	Albert	

Hourani	 went	 on	 and	 blamed	 the	 problems	 of	 minorities	 on	 their	 “sectarian	

identities”,	and	argued	for	their	complete	assimilation	into	the	Arab	majority	in	

order	to	avoid	them.35		

While	 these	 statements	 stemmed	 from	 rather	 orientalist	 and	 narrow-

minded	 understandings	 of	 majority-minority	 dynamics	 in	 Middle	 Eastern	

societies,	 they	 too	helped	open	up	 the	 study	of	 this	 subject	 and	pointed	 to	 the	

tumultuous	and	often	violent	nature	of	 the	coexistence	of	 the	region’s	different	

peoples.	 Today,	 academia	 as	 well	 as	 state	 and	 non-state	 actors	 recognize	 that	

national,	ethnic,	religious,	or	linguistic	minorities	in	the	Middle	East	are	at	higher	

risk	 of	 discrimination,	 disenfranchise,	 and	 violence,	 as	 demonstrated	 by	 the	

numerous	reports	and	extensive	work	of	organizations	such	as	Minority	Rights	

Group	 International36,	 European	Union	External	Action37,	United	Nations,38	and	
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36	Minority	Rights	Group	International,	2022,	accessed	May	25,	2022	
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as	 observed	 by	 scholars	 such	 as	 Moshe	Maoz39,	 Mordechai	 Nisan40,	 or	 Paul	 S.	

Rowe.41		

We	 have	 also	 been	 able	 to	 see	 how	 these	minorities	 have	 been	 able	 to	

navigate	 through	 these	 majority-minority	 predicaments.	 For	 instance,	 Nisan	

observed	 that	 non-Arab	 minorities	 have	 historically	 often	 chosen	 the	 path	 of	

Arabism,	 i.e.	 a	 way	 in	 which	 they	 assimilate	 to	 their	 Arab	majority	 and	 adopt	

Arab	nationalism	or	nationalism	of	their	country	of	residence.	This	approach	can	

work	 in	overcoming	 some	of	 the	majority-minority	 tensions	by	way	of	 erasing	

differences	 between	 these	 different	 peoples.	 However,	 it	 also	 runs	 the	 risk	 of	

increasing	these	tensions	through	pressuring	the	minorities	to	adapt	to	the	Arab	

majority,	 and	 it	 “threatens	 to	 eliminate	 smaller	 cultural	 communities	 by	 fully	

enveloping	and	suffocating	them	in	the	Arab	fold”42.	Another	mechanism,	Nisan	

continues,	has	been	the	 integration	of	minorities	within	different	organizations	

and	bodies	of	civil	politics.	While	recognizing	that	 the	 inclusion	of	minorities	 in	

the	political	structures	of	a	majority-ruled	state	can	certainly	result	in	adequate	

representation	 of	 the	 disenfranchised,	 Nisan	 also	 argues	 that	 the	 majority	 of	

Middle	 Eastern	 regimes	 lacks	 the	 fully	 developed	 ideas	 and	 mechanisms	 of	

liberalism	 that	 are	 necessary	 for	 the	 implementation	 of	 such	 institutional	 and	

political	 inclusions	of	minorities.	Also	worth	noting	 is	secession	 as	an	 “effective	

mode	 of	 conflict	 resolution”,43	whereby	 a	 minority	 seeks	 to	 create	 their	 own	

sovereign	state.	Although	institutional,	political,	and	economic	discrimination	is	

eliminated	 through	 this	 approach,	 it	 hardly	 erases	 the	 contentious	 points	

experienced	between	 the	minority	 and	 their	 previous	majority-auhority.	44	It	 is	

important	to	understand	these	approaches	that	minorities	have	taken	to	address	

the	majority-minority	 dynamics	 in	 the	Middle	 East,	 because	 they	may	 help	 us	

understand	 better	 the	 Druze	 responses	 and	 motivations	 later	 in	 following	

research.		
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Another	 reason	why	 it	 is	 important	 to	 study	minorities	 is	 the	 fact	 that,	

according	 to	 empirical	 data,	minorities	 are	 especially	 vulnerable	during	 armed	

conflicts	and	wars.	Most	recently,	for	instance,	special	attention	has	been	paid	to	

the	Yazidis	and	Christians	 in	 Iraq,	and	–	conveniently	 for	 this	research	–	 to	 the	

Druze	 in	 Syria,	 who	 all	 regrettably	 became	 victims	 of	 persecussion	 and	

massacres	by	the	Islamis	State.	This	is	because	salafi-jihadist	groups	such	as	the	

Islamic	 State	of	 Syria	 and	 Iraq	 (ISIS),	 al-Qaeda,	 or	 Jabhat	 al-Nusra	often	 follow	

extremist	 Sunni	 ideologies	 of	 medieval	 religious	 scholars	 Ibn	 Tatmiyya,	 Ibn	

Taymiyya,	 or	 Abd	 al-Wahhab,	 who	 consider	 non-Muslims	 as	 heretics	 and	 on	

whose	 account	 these	 groups	 commit	 violence.45	As	 explained	 earlier,	 religious	

minorities,	including	that	of	the	Druze,	have	developed	defensive	mechanism	to	

employ	 in	 hostile	 and	 majority-dominated	 environments	 to	 protect	 their	

community,	such	as	the	protective	dissimulation	(taqiyya)	and	protection	of	one	

another	 (hifz	a-ikhwan).	 The	 following	 research	 explored	when	 and	how	 these	

mechanisms	were	employed	by	the	Druze	in	the	last	elevn	years.		

In	 armed	 conflicts	 and	 wars,	 studies	 also	 show,	 minorities	 are	 also	

succeptible	to	weaponization	and	exploitation	by	different	parties	in	the	conflict.	

During	 the	 current	 Syrian	war,	 for	 instance,	 Iranian	 forces	 participating	 in	 the	

war	 on	behalf	 of	 the	 regime	have	mobilized	 the	 Shiite	minority	 in	 the	 country	

and	 established	 “institutions	 and	 local	 militias	 in	 Homs	 and	 Damascus”. 46	

Similarly,	 Russia	 has	 tried	 to	 legitimize	 its	military	 interference	 in	 the	war	 by	

stressing	 the	 need	 to	 protect	 the	 region’s	 Christians,	 and	 it	 purposefully	 used	

Christian	 symbolism	 during	 its	 military	 operations	 to	 underpin	 the	 alleged	

protective	 motives. 47 	However,	 the	 intervetion	 on	 behalf	 of	 a	 minority	 by	

another	party	–	domestic	or	foreign	and	utilitarian	or	with	good	intentions	–	can	

in	turn	increase	the	already	wide	gap	between	the	different	peoples	and	it	tends	
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to	 heighten	 the	 sectarian	 tensions	 and	 hostilities	 through	 what	 other	 groups	

might	interpret	as	proxy-tactics	or	favoritism.48		

While	 addressing	 the	 complex	 nature	 of	 these	 communities’	 hardship	

adds	 to	 our	 better	 understanding	 of	 armed	 conlicts	 and	 wars	 in	 multi-ethnic	

societies,	it	is	also	important	not	to	reduce	the	role	of	minorities	only	to	victims,	

and	 rather	 to	 perceive	 them	 as	 valid	 players.	 In	 fact,	 Gurr49,	Mazur50,	 Aliyev51,	

and	 others	 argue,	 that	 minorities	 actively	 participate	 in	 civil	 conflicts	 and	

mobilize	 in	 order	 to	 voice	 their	 collective	 grievances	 and	 to	 defend	 their	

economic	and	political	 interests.	Additionally,	Gurr	demonstrates	with	 the	help	

of	studies	from	comparative	politics	and	of	ethnonationalism,	that	communal	or	

ethnic	groups	mobilize	because	of	 “deep-seated	grievances	about	 [their]	 group	

status”	 and	 are	 more	 likely	 to	 collectively	 rebel	 in	 pursuit	 of	 their	 social	 and	

cultural	 self-fulfillment	 in	 response	 to	 their	 differential	 treatment.52	Fox	 builds	

on	Gurr’s	theoretical	framework	and	applies	it	on	religious	minorities.	Similarly,	

he	 finds	 that	 discrimination	 of	 religious	 minorities	 –	 whatever	 nature	 of	

discrimination	 is	 considered	 –	 is	 “likely	 to	 provoke	 defensive	 and	 collective	

grievances”	from	the	religious	adherents.53	Fox	then	emphasizes	the	minorities’	

rather	 instinctive	 need	 to	 protect	 and	 defend	 the	 community	 vis-à-vis	 the	

perceived	discrimination.	Indeed,	we	may	already	be	able	to	deduct	that	through	

the	 previously	 mentioned	 Druze	 concept	 of	 assabiya	 (collective	 solidarity	 and	

protection)	 and	 taqiyya	 (protective	 dissimulation),	 both	 of	which	 are	 arguably	

mechanisms	of	defense	and	preservation	of	the	community.		

While	 both	 Gurr	 and	 Fox	 point	 to	 the	 importance	 of	 other	 factors	 in	

relation	to	the	correlation	between	ethnic	or	religious	grievances	and	collective	

defensive	response,	such	as	presence	of	nationalistic	elements	or	perceived	lack	

of	political	autonomy	of	the	group,	their	findings	may	seem	fairly	intuitive	to	us.	
																																																								

48	https://www.georgetownjournalofinternationalaffairs.org/online-edition/2019/1/9/the-
weaponization-of-minorities-in-syria-and-beyond	
49	Gurr,	T.	R.	1993.	Why	Minorities	Rebel:	A	Global	Analysis	of	Communal	Mobilization	and	
Conflict	since	1945.	International	Political	Science	Review,	14(2),	161-201	
50	Mazur,	2021	
51	Aliyev,	H.	2020.	„Unlikely	Recruits“:Why	Politically	Irrelevant	Ethnic	Minorities	Participate	in	
Civil	Wars?.	Studies	in	Conflict	&	Terrorism,	DOI:	10.1080/1057610X.2020.1793457	
52	Gurr,	1993	
53	Fox,	J.	2000.	The	Effect	of	Religious	Discrimination	on	Etho-Religious	Protests	and	Rebellion.	
Journal	of	Conflict	Studies,	20(2),	16-43	
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What	is	important	to	note,	however,	especially	for	the	purpose	for	this	research,	

is	 that	 collective	 identity	 of	 a	 group	 is	 generally	 not	 the	 only	 identity	 of	 a	

member	of	 that	 identity.	 In	other	words,	question	of	what	 is	 identity,	personal	

and	collective,	and	how	 it	may	behave	 in	civil	 conflicts	and	wars,	warrants	our	

attention,	and	will	be	discussed	in	the	next	chapter.		

***	

Understanding	 the	 struggles	 and	 obstacles	 of	Middle	 Eastern	minorities	

and	 the	 specific	 conditions	 under	 which	 they	 have,	 historically	 and	 currently,	

lived,	 is	 important	 not	 just	 out	 of	 moral	 responsibility,	 but	 also	 because	

illuminating	 these	 minutiae	 through	 scientific	 research	 can	 bring	 us	 closer	 to	

resolving	 the	 potential	 hardship	 experienced	by	 these	 communities.	 Speficially	

for	 the	 purpose	 of	 this	 research,	 it	 can	 also	 help	 us	 prepare	 a	 historical	 and	

theoretical	 framework	 through	 which	 we	 may	 analyse	 the	 behavior	 and	

motivational	factors	of	the	Druze	in	the	following	chapters.		
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2. Concepts,	literature,	and	methods	
In	this	chapter,	I	first	clarify	key	concepts	and	terminology	that	are	used	

throughout	this	dissertation	and	that	are	important	in	understanding	better	the	

topic	at	hand.	Next,	I	review	the	existing	literature	focused	on	the	Syrian	Druze	in	

the	 last	 eleven	years,	which	provides	 an	overview	of	 the	minority’s	 responses,	

and	prepares	a	general	base	for	the	following	research.	Building	on	the	existing	

literature,	I	then	introduce	to	the	reader	the	methodology	I	used.		

2.1. Sectarianism	in	Syria	

The	 concept	 of	 sectarianism	 or	 ta’ifiyya	 in	 Arabic	 is	 an	 illusive	 one.	 In	

countries	with	ethnically	and	religiously	diverse	social	fabric,	sectarianism	may	

be	 a	 way	 of	 describing	 the	 nature	 of	 the	 relationship	 between	 these	 different	

peoples,	 who	 identify	 around	 these	 ethnic,	 religious,	 or	 linguistic	 lines,	 and	

whose	 collective	 identity	 culminates	 in	 the	 formation	of	deeply	 embedded	and	

intransigent	 social	 units;	 sects.	 These	 sects	 may	 coexist	 peacefully	 and	

symbiotically	with	each	other,	or	they	can	clash	in	conflicting	situations,	such	as	

in	 competition	 for	 power	 or	 resources.54	Either	 way,	 these	 sects	 create	 group	

identity	 among	 its	 members,	 who	 share	 between	 them	 feelings	 of	 strong	

solidarity	and	integrity		–	a	concept	dating	back	centuries	and	already	described	

by	 a	 medieval	 scholar	 Ibn	 Khaldun	 as	 assabiya.55	Sectarianism	 can	 therefore	

invoke	an	instrinsic	and	almost	ancient	friction	between	these	sects.	Sluglett,	for	

instance,	 has	 noted	 that	 the	 phenomenon	 “has	 been	 disparaged	 as	 irrational,	

primitive,	 uncivilized,	 and	 un-modern”.56	Maqdisi	 joins	 him	 in	 disproving	 this	

notion	 and	 adds,	 that	 it	 is	 rather	 a	 new	 concept	 which	 emerged	 alongside	

modern	 terms	 in	 political	 science	 such	 as	 nation-states	 or	 democracy.57	Using	

Lebanon	as	an	example,	he	shows	that	 in	reality,	 sectarianism	can	be	 traced	to	

specific	events	in	the	country’s	modern	colonial	and	imperial	history.		

																																																								

54	Hinnebusch,	R.	2020,	Identity	and	State	Formation	in	Multi-Sectarian	Societies:	between	
Nationalism	and	Sectarianism	in	Syria.	Nations	and	Nationalism,	26(1),	p.	138-154	
55	Balanche,	2018	
56	Sluglett,	P.	2016.	Deadly	Implications:	The	Rise	of	Sectarianism	in	Syria.	
10.1057/9781137526021_3.	
57	Makdisi,	U.	1996.	The	Modernity	of	Sectarianism	in	Lebanon,	MERIP,	Middle	East	Report	200,	
https://merip.org/1996/09/the-modernity-of-sectarianism-in-lebanon/,	accessed	May	17,	2022	
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Similarly,	in	Syria,	we	can	find	the	roots	of	sectarianism	in	the	British	and	

French	division	of	the	region	and	in	the	politics	of	the	French	Mandate	after	the	

dissolution	 of	 the	 Ottoman	 Empire.	 Looking	 out	 for	 its	 own	 political	 and	

economic	 interests,	 the	 French	 Mandate	 divided	 Greater	 Syria	 into	 several	

administrative	 areas	 and	 allocated	 power	 to	 different	 ethnic	 groups,	 thereby	

preventing	 the	 formation	 of	 Syrian	 national	 unity,	 which	 was	 especially	

convenient	for	France	in	the	face	of	growing	Arab	nationalism.	France	and	Syrian	

minorities,	 specifically	 the	 Alawites	 and	 the	 Druze,	 enjoyed	 a	 symbiotic	

relationship	to	the	degree	that	the	two	heterodox	communities	could	excercise	a	

considerable	 power	 in	 their	 separate	 and	 autonomous	 states	 in	 Latakia	 and	

Suwayda	 respectively,	 and	 France	 did	 not	 have	 to	 worry	 about	 nationalist	

feelings	threatening	the	French	rule	and	its	interests	in	the	region.	However,	as	

Fildis	argues,	with	the	disolution	of	the	mandate	in	1943	and	the	incorporation	

of	the	two	states	into	the	Syrian	state,	“minority	consciousness,	reinforced	by	a	

combination	 of	 geography,	 religious	 differences,	 communal	 segregation	 and	

regional	 separatism,	 had	 a	 damaging	 impact	 on	 Syrian	 political	 life”. 58 	By	

dividing	the	region	over	and	over,	along	ethnic	and	regional	lines,	it	curbed	the	

formation	 of	 Syrian	 national	 unity	 and	 the	 development	 of	 an	 administrative	

elite,	which	could	have	been	able	 to	 succesfully	 function	after	 the	departure	of	

the	 French	 authorities.	 In	 the	 end,	 this	 paved	 the	 way	 for	 Syria’s	 political	

instability	due	to	the	sectarian	composition	and	disunity	of	its	society.59		

This	 does	 not,	 however,	 inherently	 mean	 that	 Syria	 has	 been	 in	 a	

sectarian	strife	ever	since.	In	fact,	Stolleis	describes	two	different	narratives	that	

have	 dominated	 the	 discussion	 of	 sectarianism	 in	 Syria.	 Firstly,	 the	 country’s	

different	sects	have	coexisted	peacefully	–	or	at	least	prior	to	the	current	war	–	

and	have	often	 taken	pride	 in	 this	mutual	understanding	and	 tolerance	among	

their	social	groups,	especially	 looking	at	neighboring	Lebanon	amidst	sectarian	

conflict	and	violence.	On	the	other	hand,	prejudice	and	lack	of	trust	have	silently	

imbued	 between	 the	 different	 sects,	 concerns	mostly	 shared	 privately	 in	 one’s	

home.	 This	 was	 only	 strengthened	 by	 the	 fact	 that	 discussing	 sectarianism	
																																																								

58	Fildis,	A.	2011.	The	Troubles	in	Syria:	Spawned	by	French	Divide	and	Rule.	Middle	East	Policy.	
18.	10.1111/j.1475-4967.2011.00515.x.		
59	Ibid.	
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openly	has	been	a	taboo.	This	has	been	especially	true	for	politicians	and	military	

officers.	Defining	oneself	openly	with	a	specific	sect	or	implying	someone	else’s	

has	been	strongly	discouraged	by	the	regime	and	would	more	often	than	not	end	

up	 with	 an	 imprisonment	 of	 the	 individual	 for	 “inciting	 sectarian	 tensions”.60	

This	was	 in	order	 to	 stay	 clear	of	 alluding	 to	 the	 sectarian	compostition	of	 the	

ruling	elite	and	to	avoid	social	tensions	in	Syria’s	communities.61		

This	 became	 especially	 significant	 in	 the	 1960s,	 when	 the	 political	 and	

military	ranks	were	gradually	purged	of	many	Sunni	officials	in	a	series	of	coups	

and	replaced	by	Ba’ath	Party	members	 from	mainly	minority	 sects	 such	as	 the	

Alawites,	Druze,	and	Christians.	The	social	composition	of	the	new	elite	was	not	

the	aim,	but	rather	a	by-product	of	politics	of	favoritism	and	nepotism.	This	was	

unfortunate	perhaps,	yet	logical	in	a	multi-ethnic	and	multi-cultural	country	such	

as	 Syria,	 where	 members	 of	 the	 same	 sect	 often	 reside	 in	 specific	 areas	 and	

regions	in	the	country,	and	they	group	together	in	their	living	and	social	spaces.	

These	 individuals	 are	 then	 naturally	 strongly	 interconnected	 not	 just	 through	

belonging	 to	 the	same	sect,	but	also	 through	having	grown	up	together,	having	

the	 same	 friends,	 having	 gone	 to	 the	 same	 school,	 sharing	 similar	 experiences,	

etc.	Consequently,	when	in	a	position	of	power,	appointing	a	trusted	friend	or	a	

family	member	 to	 an	 important	 political	 or	military	 post	would	 logically	more	

often	than	not	result	in	selecting	a	member	of	the	same	sect	not	because	of	it,	but	

because	he	or	she	just	happens	to	be	of	the	same	one.		

Regardless	 of	 the	modus	 operandi,	 the	 upper	 reaches	 of	 Syria’s	 politics	

and	military	did	become	increasingly	filled	with	members	of	the	Alawite	sect	and	

still	 are	 today.	 This	 elite	 has	 been	 able	 to	 maintain	 its	 power	 throughout	 the	

years	by	employing	strategies	of	favoritism,	suppression	of	dissent,	and	through	

a	form	of	social	contract	between	the	regime	and	the	masses.	The	reason	that	it	

managed	 to	 do	 so	 even	 in	 such	 a	 diverse	 and	 sectarian	 society,	 which	 might	

intuitively	suggest	an	opposition	to	autocratic	rule	of	one	specific	sect,	lies	in	the	

																																																								

60	Stolleis,	F.	2015.	Discourses	on	Sectarianism	and	‘‘Minorities’’	in	Syria,	in	F	Stolleis	(eds)	
Playing	the	Sectarian	Card:	Identities	and	Affiliations	of	Local	Communities	in	Syria,	Friedrich-
Ebert-Stiftung,	2015	
61	Ibid.	
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regime’s	 complex	 networks	 of	 patronage	 and	 alliance.62	These	 networks	 have	

run	 across	 the	 entire	 country	 and	 its	 diverse	 society,	 and	 include	 “public	

employees	and	local	communities	with	dense	family	networks	tied	to	the	regime	

through	intermediaries”.63	As	a	result,	when	people	took	to	the	streets	 in	2011,	

the	incumbent	had	to	contend	not	only	with	popular	form	of	contention,	that	is	

what	Mazur	 calls	 citizenship-focused	challenge,	stressing	 “reform	 of	 the	 central	

state	[which	would]	benefit	 ...	all	citizen	regardless	of	ethnicity”,64	but	also	with	

specific	grievances	based	on	localities,	ethnicities,	and	religions.	In	other	words,	

the	 current	 insurgency	 in	 Syria	 cannot	 be	 interpreted	 merely	 as	 a	 struggle	

between	 the	 incumbent	 and	 the	 masses,	 but	 it	 also	 needs	 to	 be	 perceived	

through	the	prism	of	sectarian	society	and	politics.	

2.2. Understanding	identity	

In	an	attemp	to	answer	our	research	questions,	we	first	must	understand	

the	key	 concept	 of	 identity.	 This	 is	 due	 to	 the	 fact	 that	we	 are	 trying	 to	 assess	

reactions	 and	motives	 of	 a	 seemingly	 homogeneous	 group	 that	 shares	 certain	

characteristics	which	 define	 it	 as	 one.	 These	 are	 religion,	 ethnicity,	 country	 of	

residence	and	nationality,	 language,	traditions,	history,	and	perhaps	even	more.	

Indeed,	determining	what	specific	characteristics	make	up	“a	Druze”	is	a	rather	

difficult	 task,	 if	not	an	 impossible	one.	 It	 is	 therefore	preferable	 to	address	 the	

issue	of	 identity	 from	an	 internal	perspective,	 that	 is	 to	observe	how	a	 certain	

member	 of	 the	 Druze	 community	 identifies	 themselves	 and	 see	 them	 act	

accordingly.	 Furthermore,	 understanding	 one’s	 indentity	 and	 self-identification	

contributes	immensely	to	our	grasp	on	his	or	her	motivational	factors,	which	are	

the	center	of	our	second	research	question.65		

In	 itself,	 “identity”	 is	 a	highly	 contested	 and	 illusive	 term	 in	 all	 fields	of	

social	sciences,	virtually	impossible	to	define	in	a	single	way.	Yet	those	fields	that	

study	the	subject,	be	that	psychology,	sociology,	or	political	science,	all	seem	to	

																																																								

62	Van	Dam,	N.	2017,	Destroying	a	Nation;	The	Civil	War	in	Syria.	I.B.	Tauris 
63	Mazur,	K.	2021.	Revolution	in	Syria:	Identity,	Networks,	and	Repression.	Cambridge	University	
Press		
64	Ibid.		
65	Stets,	J.	E.,	&	Burke,	P.	J.	2000.	Identity	Theory	and	Social	Identity	Theory.	Social	Psychology	
Quarterly,	63(3),	224–237	
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agree	 that	 both	 personal	 and	 collective	 identity	 is	 paramount	 to	 one’s	

understanding	of	oneself	as	an	individual	and	to	one’s	existence	within	a	society.	

It	is	precisely	the	social	structure	within	which	one	moves	and	operates,	Huddy	

argues,	 that	 greatly	 influences	 one’s	 own	 identification	 and	 determines	 their	

“social	role	playing”.66		

Moreover,	 just	 like	 one’s	 own	 personal	 identification	 vis-à-vis	 another	

individual	 instills	 the	 understanding	 of	 oneself	 as	 ‘self’	 and	 ‘other’	 or	 ‘me’	 and	

‘him/her’,	 a	 collective’s	 identification	 within	 a	 social	 structure	 leads	 to	

recognition	of	 ‘us’	 and	 ‘them’,	 resulting	 in	 the	 formation	of	 social	 units	 of	 akin	

values,	goals,	or	agendas.67	This	is	 important	for	this	research	as	it	may	explain	

cohesiveness	and	exlusiveness	(or	lack	thereof)	of	the	Druze	community	in	face	

of	another	community,	i.e.	an	outsider.		

It	 is	also	important	to	note	that	“identity”	is	vastly	agreed	upon	as	being	

rather	 flexible	 and	 fluid,	 possibly	 changing	 over	 time,	 within	 different	 social	

structures,	 and	 altering	 in	 response	 to	 an	 individual’s	 or	 a	 collective’s	

circumstances	and	surroundings.	This	is	to	say	that	the	Druzes’	responses	to	the	

civil	war	and	their	actions	may	have	changed	over	time	and	are	by	no	means	set	

in	stone.68		

As	 there	 seems	 to	 be	 a	 consensus	 on	 the	 impossibility	 of	 reducing	

“identity”	to	a	well	defined,	complete,	and	unchanging	structure,	social	sciences	

also	logically	point	to	multiplicity	of	identities.	That	is	to	say	that	one	individual	

may	hold	several	different	identities	which	can	overlap	and	mutually	shape	each	

other.	 In	 practical	 terms,	 this	 may	 look	 as	 something	 like	 this:	 a	 23	 year	 old	

female	 student	 and	 a	 member	 of	 the	 Druze	 community	 in	 Syria	 may	 identify	

herself	as	a	follower	of	the	Druze	religion,	citizen	of	a	predominanty	Druze	town,	

a	 youngster,	 a	 female,	 a	 student	 of	 a	 certain	 university,	 etc.	 In	 the	 face	 of	 the	

Syrian	uprising,	she	may	also	identify	as	a	protestor,	as	a	political	activist,	or	as	a	

Syrian.	 All	 of	 these	 individual	 and	 collective	 identities	 may	 embody	 a	 single	

person	all	at	the	same	time,	yet	they	may	also	influence	each	other	and	at	times	
																																																								

66	Huddy,	L.	2001.	From	Social	to	Political	Identity:	A	Critical	Examination	of	Social	Identity	
Theory.	Political	Psychology	22(1),	127-156	
67	Stets	&	Burke,	2000	
68	Huddy,	2001	
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be	 at	 conflict.	 With	 that	 being	 said,	 as	 identity	 is	 an	 illusive	 and	 indefinite	

concept,	 we	 might	 not	 be	 able	 to	 fully	 understand	 the	 limits	 and	 crossovers	

between	an	individual’s	or	group’s	different	identities.		

This	opens	up	the	inevitable	debate	on	hierarchy	of	identities.	When	push	

comes	to	shove,	which	one	of	these	identities	supercedes	the	other?	Who	“wins”	

in	face	of	a	crisis?	Will	the	Druze	from	the	example	above	identify	more	strongly	

as	 a	 religious	 being,	 a	 political	 activist,	 or	 as	 Syrian?	 And	 lastly,	 are	 these	

identities	mutually	exclusive?		

This	brings	us	back	to	sectarianism.	In	countries	where	western	concepts	

of	 politcs	 and	 governing,	 such	 as	 democracy	 or	 state	 nationalism,	 were	

introduced	 from	 top	 to	 bottom,	 such	 as	 in	 Syria,	 nation-state	 identity	 (being	

Syrian)	 “[may	 be]	 incongruent	 with	 the	 pre-existing	 [identity]” 69 	of	 the	

individuals	 (being	 Arab,	 Druze,	 or	 Muslim,	 for	 instance).	 In	 other	 words,	

Hinnebusch	argues	that	in	Syria	“tension	persisted	between	pre-existing	sub	and	

supra-state	 identities”,	and	that	nationalism	and	sectarianism	may	be	agents	of	

personal	and	collective	identities	which	can	exist	simultaneously,	i.e.	may	not	be	

necessarily	mutually	exlusive,	or	they	may	compete	with	each	other.	This	may	be	

especially	 interesting	 to	 review	 in	 the	 case	 of	 the	 Druze	 community,	 who,	 as	

explained	earlier,	display	immense	collective	feelings	and	solidarity.70			

Lastly,	the	fluidity	and	heterogeneity	of	identities	logically	leave	room	for	

individual	choices,	which	must	not	be	ignored	and	which	the	following	research	

takes	into	account.		

2.3. Existing	literature	

The	 following	section	aims	 to	 illustrate	and	critically	assess	 the	existing	

literature,	and	to	create	a	framework	through	which	our	research	questions	can	

be	answered.	Those	questions	are:	

1. How	did	the	Syrian	Druze	community	react	during	the	popular	uprisings	of	

2011	and	the	subsequent	civil	war?		

																																																								

69	Hinnebusch,	2020	
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2. What	may	be	the	motives	behind	these	reactions?	

3. What	do	these	reactions	tell	us	about	the	Druze	attitude	towards	Bashar	al-

Assad’s	regime?		

There	 is	 certainly	 no	 shortage	 of	 literature	 on	 the	 Syrian	 civil	 war.	

Academia	 has	 paid	 significant	 attention	 to	 a	 variety	 of	 factors	 that	 shaped	 the	

war,	 be	 that	 local	 and	 international	 actors	who	played	 an	 important	 role	 in	 it,	

political	and	military	factions	who	changed	the	course	of	the	conflict,	and	socio-

economic	 and	 political	 antecedents	 that	 set	 the	 war	 on	 its	 trajectory.	 As	 the	

conflict	intensified	and	escalated	into	a	civil	war,	sectarianism	did	not	escape	the	

academia	as	one	of	the	key	and	defining	aspects	of	the	events	unfolding.	Scores	

of	material	have	been	written	on	the	historical	roots	of	sectarianism	in	Syria,	on	

how	it	shaped	the	conflict,	or	how	it	might	play	out	in	its	future	resolution.	Yet	a	

surprisingly	 small	 number	 of	 papers	 has	 been	 dedicated	 to	 the	 study	 of	 the	

individual	ethno-religious	communities	and	identities	in	Syria.	That	is	to	say	how	

the	 concept	 of	 sectarianism	manisfested	 itself	 among	 and	 between	 them,	 and	

what	role	these	communities	played	in	the	conflict.	At	best,	scholars	have	written	

about	ethno-religious	minorities	 in	Syria	on	the	whole,	and	how	they	generally	

support	 and	 form	 alliances	 with	 the	 current	 regime. 71 	Additionally,	 some	

attention	 has	 been	 paid	 to	 the	 study	 of	 the	 Alawite	 community,	 as	 the	

overwhelming	majority	 of	 the	 ruling	 elite	 are	members	 of	 this	 ethno-religious	

community.72	Other	minorities,	such	as	the	Assyrians,	Maronites,	or	Ismailis,	and	

their	fate	during	the	war	have	usually	been	examined	only	on	a	small	scale,	even	

though	 their	 role	 in	 the	 conflict	 has	 been	 rather	 alluring	 and	 at	 times	 fairly	

significant.	

The	Syrian	Druze	 community,	which	will	 be	 the	 focus	of	 this	 study,	 is	 a	

case	 in	 point.	 The	 little	 available	 literature	 on	 this	 topic	 proves	 the	minority’s	

diverse	 reactions	 to	 the	 Syrian	 conflict	 and	 to	 the	 significance	 those	 reactions	

																																																								

71	This	has	been	the	claim	of	several	authors,	such	as	Fabrice	Balanche	in	Balanche,	2018.		
or	Salma	Mousa	in	Mousa,	S.	2013.	To	Protest	or	not	to	Protest?	The	Christian	Predicament	in	the	
Syrian	and	Egyptian	Uprisings.	Conference	on	the	International	Journal	of	Art&	Science.		
or	Joseph	Holliday	in	The	Washington	Post.	2012.	As	Syria	prepares	to	vote	on	new	constitution,	
some	still	support	Assad,	accessed	on	May	25,	2022	
72	Goldsmith,	L.	2015.	Cycle	of	Fear:	Syria’s	Alawites	in	War	and	Peace.	C.	Hurst	&	Co.			
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had	 on	 the	 development	 of	 said	 conflict,	 examples	 of	 which	 will	 be	 provided	

later.			

Equally	 unsatisfying	 to	 the	 small	 number	 literature	 on	 this	 topic	 is	 the	

fact,	that	the	authors	examining	the	Druze	during	the	Syrian	conflict	come	from	

various	 academic	 backgrounds,	 such	 as	 political	 science,	 history,	 social	

anthropology,	war	studies,	and	more.	On	the	one	hand,	this	variety	provides	an	

eclectic	and	compelling	overview	of	the	topic	and	gives	the	reader	a	glimpse	of	

the	possible	lenses	though	which	one	might	understand	the	subject	at	hand.	On	

the	 other	 hand,	 this	 thematic	 and	 methodological	 disunity	 impedes	 the	

formation	 of	 a	 coherent	 and	 consistent	 study	 of	 the	Druze,	 their	 activities	 and	

their	 motives	 during	 the	 Syrian	 conflict	 throughout	 the	 years.	 The	 existing	

literature	in	question	is	analyzed	bellow.		

2.3.1. Analysing	Druzes’	Responses	through	Existing	Literature	

Despite	its	shortcomings,	the	literature	does	provide	a	very	good	starting	

point	for	this	research	and	illustrates	some	of	the	Druzes’	themes	and	patterns	of	

responses,	as	well	as	the	intricate	conditions	and	idiosyncracies	of	the	Druze	that	

preceded	those	responses.	Building	on	the	available	literature,	I	briefly	describe	

what	sort	of	occurences	and	obstacles	the	Druze	community	faced	between	the	

year	2011	and	2022,	and	how	 they	 reacted	 to	 them.	 I	describe	 these	events	 in	

four	sections	according	to	the	geographic	regions	where	the	Druze	reside:		

1. The	villages	of	Idlib	in	northeastern	Syria	

2. Suwayda	governorate	in	southern	Syria	

3. The	capital	city	of	Damascus	

4. Mount	Hermon	in	southeastern	Syria	

The	 study	 is	 divided	 in	 this	 manner	 to	 allow	 for	 better	 and	 clearer	

structure	of	the	research.	More	importantly	though,	I	worked	with	a	hypothesis	

that	 the	 specific	 geopolitical	 and	 socioeconomic	 characteristics	 of	 those	 four	

regions	would	render	distinct	responses.		

The	situation	of	the	Druze	living	in	villages	in	the	governorate	of	Idlib	has	

been	marked	by	very	 specific	 events	 taking	place	 in	 the	 region,	namely	 that	of	

the	 capture	 of	 the	 territory	 by	 radical	 islamist	 group	 Jabhat	 al-Nusra	 in	 2015.	
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The	control	of	Idlib	by	this	Sunni	rebel	group	put	the	religious	minorities	in	this	

region	in	considerable	danger.	Being	perceived	as	heretics,	the	Druze	and	other	

religious	 communities	 were	 forced	 to	 convert	 to	 Sunni	 Islam	 and	 join	 the	

opposition.	Nonetheless,	Jabhat	al-Nusra	carried	out	a	military	operation	during	

which	 tens	of	Druze	people	were	massacred73.	The	existing	 literature	does	not	

offer	 any	 background	 concerning	 the	Druze’s	 political	 orientation	 vis-à-vis	 the	

regime	or	the	opposition	prior	to	the	threat	of	Jabhat	al-Nusra.74	

The	 existing	 literature	 seems	 to	 diverge	 in	 its	 account	 of	 the	 events	 in	

Suwayda,	 the	 southern	 province	 of	 Syria.	 On	 the	 one	 hand,	 Balanche75,	 Abdel-

Samad76,	 and	 Lang77	state	 that	 the	 Druze	 here	 remained	 largely	 neutral	 and	

passive	 despite	 the	 region’s	 geographic	 proximity	 and	 similar	 socio-economic	

deterioration	 to	Dara’a,	 a	 city	where	protests	originated	 in.	On	 the	other	hand,	

different	authors	such	as	Mazen	Ezzi	argue,	that	the	region	was	actually	one	the	

very	 first	 ones	 to	 follow	 Dara’a	 and	 that	 many	 Druze	 went	 to	 the	 streets	 to	

protest.78	Moreover,	provided	that	demonstrations	actually	did	take	place	in	this	

region,	 the	 literature	 also	 diverges	 on	 what	 the	 socio-economic	 precursors	 of	

Suwayda	were	and	how	big	of	a	driving	force	they	were,	if	at	all,	to	the	protests.	

Additionally,	 the	region	also	seemed	to	have	witnessed	support	 for	Assad	from	

the	 part	 of	 the	 Druze,	 as	 Ezzi	 suggests,	 who	mainly	 came	 to	 his	 defense	 as	 a	

result	of	the	anti-regime	protests.	The	research	of	this	dissertation	clarifies	why	

we	receive	such	conflicting	accounts	of	what	happened	in	the	region	and	how	the	

situation	really	unfolded.		

The	 literature	 generally	 agrees	 that	 the	 Druze	 religious	 clergy	 did	 not	

engage	 in	 protests	 against	 the	 government	 in	 2011	 nor	 did	 they	 declare	 their	

support	 for	 it.	 Allegedly,	 they	 mainly	 sought	 to	 appease	 the	 two	 opposing	

factions	 instead.	 However,	 a	 series	 of	 unfortunate	 attacks	 on	 Druze	 religious	

																																																								

73	Abdel-Samad,	M.	2016.	ISIS	as	an	Existential	Threat	to	the	Druze:	The	Struggle	for	Survival.	
Studies	in	Conflict	&	Terrorism.		
74	Ibid.	
75	Balanche,	2018	
76	Abdel-Samad,	2016	
77	Lang,	2014	
78	Ezzi,	M.	2013.	A	Static	Revolution:	The	Druze	Community	(Sweida	2013).	in	F.	Stolleis	(eds)	
Playing	the	Sectarian	Card:	Identities	and	Affiliations	of	Local	Communities	in	Syria,	Friedrich-
Ebert-Stiftung,	2015	
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clergy	between	2011	and	2015	led	to	the	death	of	two	of	the	three	shouyoukh	al-

aql,	 the	 most	 important	 religious	 figures	 for	 the	 Druze.	 According	 to	 Gambill,	

“pro-opposition	news	outlets	were	quick	to	accuse	the	regime	of	involvment.”79	

While	 so	 far	 these	 accusations	 remain	 only	 that,	 it	 could	 be	 highly	 important	

nonetheless,	 as	 a	 potential	 foulplay	 on	 the	 religious	 clergy	 on	 the	 part	 of	 the	

regime	might	have	swayed	the	Druze	to	the	join	anti-regime	cause.		

This	 is	 especially	 interesting	 in	 face	of	 another	 account	of	 the	 events	 of	

Suwayda,	and	that	is	the	military	activities	of	the	Druze.	For	instance,	Ezzi	points	

to	the	Druzes’	mandatory	conscription	to	the	Syrian	army	-	the	Assad	forces	-	but	

also	 to	 many	 of	 them	 defecting	 from	 the	 army	 or	 evading	 the	 conscription	

altogether.80	Moreover,	forming	or	joining	small-scale	militias	has	been	recorded	

by	Balanche	on	both	sides	of	the	conflict,	that	is	to	say	that	some	Druze	fought	in	

pro-regime	militias	and	some	fought	in	anti-regime	militias.81	The	exact	nuances	

of	these	occurences	and	the	motivational	factors	behind	forming	or	joining	such	

militias	remain	to	be	identified	in	the	following	chapter.		

With	the	outbreak	of	the	demontrations	in	March	2011,	the	Druze	of	the	

capital,	Damascus,	according	to	political	geographer	Fabrice	Balanche,	were	not	

quick	to	take	sides.	“During	the	first	year	of	the	uprising,	[they]	remained	largely	

neutral.”	However,	as	the	conflict	developed	and	became	weaponized,	the	Druze	

(and	 Christians	 for	 that	 matter)	 living	 in	 the	 southern	 outskirts	 of	 Damascus	

found	 themselves	 standing	 in	 between	 two	 opposing	 sides;	 that	 of	 the	 regime	

controlled	 Capital	 and	 that	 of	 the	 radicalized	 Sunni	 opposition	 advancing	

towards	the	city	from	the	south.	Seeing	the	demographic	composition	of	the	two	

sides,	 sectarianism	 soon	 became	 the	 defining	 and	 driving	 force	 of	 the	

confrontation.	 It	 soon	 escalated	 into	 a	 series	 violent	 clashes	 and	 so	 the	 Druze	

began	 organizing	 themselves	 into	 defensive	 collectives.82	Anthropologist	Maria	

Kastrinou	argues,	that	the	involvement	of	the	Druze	in	the	defense	of	Damascus	

was	 an	 outcome	 of	 sectarian	 tensions	 and	 self-defending	 strategies.	 The	

																																																								

79	Gambill,	2013	
80	Ezzi,	2013	
81	Balanche,	2018	
82	Ibid.	
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combination	 of	 the	 two	 resulted	 in	 a	 rather	 passive	 embroilment	 of	 the	Druze	

and	in	the	perceived	alignment	of	this	ethno-religious	group	with	the	regime.83	

It	is	also	important	to	notice	the	migrational	patterns	of	some	Damascene	

Druze	 observed	 by	 Balanche;	 faced	 with	 ongoing	 violence	 or	 mandatory	

conscription	 to	 the	 army,	 many	 fled	 the	 city,	 traveling	 mainly	 to	 the	 Druze	

province	of	Suwayda	in	the	South,	where	many	had	extended	family	ties.84		

Lastly,	while	no	data	seem	to	be	available	 to	give	us	 the	exact	numbers,	

Kastrinou	 adds	 that	 some	Druze	 of	 Damascus	 joined	 the	 demonstrations	 right	

away	 and	 even	 joined	 political	 activist	 group	 in	 order	 to	 confront	 the	 regime	

through	a	more	organized	and	conventional	way.85		

Finally,	 the	 literature	 tells	 us	 very	 little	 on	 the	 Druzes’	 reaction	 to	 the	

Syrian	war	in	Mount	Hermon.	This	refers	to	a	region	close	to	the	Israeli	borders	

next	to	the	Golan	Heights,	which	were	captured	by	Israel	during	the	Six-Day	war	

of	1967	and	annexed	in	1982.	Both	the	Golan	Heights	and	Mount	Hermon	are	a	

territory,	 in	which	the	Druze	have	lived	for	centuries,	and	the	creation	of	these	

new	borders	separated	the	community.	The	Druze	are,	however,	a	very	close	and	

protective	community	with	strong	family	ties,	the	influence	of	which	would	be	an	

interesting	point	 to	examine	vis-à-vis	 the	Syrian	war	 in	 the	 following	research.	

With	tha	being	said,	the	existing	literature	of	the	Druze	in	this	area	point	to	their	

role	in	is	monitoring	the	borders	between	the	Israeli-occupied	Golan	Heights	and	

Syria,	 and	 to	 acting	 as	 an	 extension	of	 the	 Syrian	 army	 in	preventing	 “isolated	

rebel	pockets	from	linking	up	with	larger	opposition-held	zones”.86	

2.3.2. Analysing	Motivational	Factors	behind	the	Responses	

Based	on	an	analysis	of	the	existing	literature,	I	identify	several	different	

motivational	 factors	 that	my	 have	 stood	 behind	 the	 Druzes’	 actions.	 The	most	

obvious	 two	 are	 genuine	 discontent	 with	 or	 genuine	 support	 of	 the	 current	

																																																								

83	Kastrinou,	M.	2018.	From	a	window	in	Jaramana:	Imperial	sectarianism	and	the	impact	of	war	
on	a	Druze	neighbourhood	in	Syria.	in	R.	Hinnebusch	&	O.	Imady	(Eds).	The	Syrian	Uprising	2011-
2014:	Roots	and	Trajectories	(Vol.	I).	London:	Routledge.	
84	Balanche,	2018	
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political	 regime.	 In	case	of	Damascus	and	Suwayda,	 the	 literature	has	recorded	

both	of	these	motives,	which	led	to	participating	in	demonstrations	(masira)	or	

joining	 military	 operations	 and	 battalions	 on	 both	 sides	 of	 the	 conflict,	 for	

example.	 Another	 example	 is	 the	 case	 of	 Mt	 Hermon,	 where	 the	 motivational	

factors	behind	Druzes	monitoring	the	Syrian-Israeli	borders	as	part	of	the	Syrian	

army	remain	to	be	uncovered	in	the	following	research.		

Whether	taking	up	arms	on	either	side	of	the	conflict,	fleeing,	or	defecting	

from	army,		fear	and	defensive	strategies	are	another	motivational	factor	I	deduct	

from	the	literature.	This	may	also	manifest	in	the	form	of	neutrality,	passivity	or	

reluctancy	to	get	involved	in	the	conflict	in	any	way.	I	also	distinguish	coercion	as	

a	reason	behind	an	action,	such	as	the	conversion	to	Sunni	 Islam	in	the	case	of	

the	 Druze	 of	 Idlib.	 Yielding	 to	 a	 majority	 rule	 or	 an	 oppressor	 may	 be	 a	 life-

saving	 strategy	 in	 the	 moment	 indeed,	 but	 it	 is	 also	 a	 mechanism	 which	

minorities	 have	 used	 to	 preserve	 their	 communities	 and	 their	 political	

representation.	 For	 instance,	 Nisan	 points	 to	 several	 Christian	 communities	

which	have	decided	to	“identify	with	Islam	and	thereby	authenticate	their	Arab	

identity”	 rather	 than	 Christian	 in	 order	 to	 avoid	 “political	 marginality	 and	

charges	 of	 alien	 loyalties.”87	This	 shift	 in	 identities	 by	way	 of	 assimilation	 and	

conversion	–	voluntary	or	coerced	–	may	be	an	effective	mechanism	of	inclusion	

and	equality.	

Lastly,	 in	 the	 case	 of	 the	Druze	 one	must	 not	 forget	 about	 the	 religious	

and	cultural	principles	of	protective	dissimulation	(taqiyya),	protection	of	other	

Druze	 (hifz	 al-ikhwan)	 and	 communal	 solidarity	 (assabiya)	mentioned	 in	 the	

introduction.	These	might	provide	very	substantial	reasons	behind	many	of	the	

actions	taken	by	the	Druze.		

What	 I	 have	observed	and	 found	particularly	 interesting	 is	 the	 fact	 that	

the	same	motivational	factors	may	manisfest	in	vastly	different	ways,	sometimes	

even	leading	to	activities	on	completely	opposing	sides	of	the	spectrum,	and	that	

the	same	factors	may	be	found	across	the	country	despite	the	Druzes’	from	our	

four	 regions	 hugely	 different	 socio-economic	 and	 political	 circumstances.	 This	
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may	 be	 explained	 by	 what	 earlier	 references	 to	 literature	 have	 alluded	 to	 as	

minorities’	 defensive	mechanism	and	ways	of	 protecting	 their	 communities;	 in	

one	 region,	 protection	 of	 community	 may	 manifest	 differently	 than	 in	 other	

regions.		

***	

A	 literature	 review	 on	 the	 Druze	 during	 Syrian	 civil	 war	 reveals	 to	 us	

several	 issues.	 First	 of	 all,	 it	 demonstrates	 that	 despite	 this	 ethno-religious	

community’s	 historical	 introversion	 and	 intercommunal	 integrity,	 the	 Druzes’	

reactions	 to	 the	 events	 unfolding	 in	 Syria	 were	 nowhere	 near	 homogeneous.	

Secondly,	it	outlines	these	different	reactions	and	often	explains	them	in	a	larger	

context,	illustrating	the	conditions	and	situation	that	preceded	them.	And	thirdly,	

in	 some	 cases	 it	 provides	 us	 with	 the	 various	 motivational	 factors	 for	 those	

responses,	those	of	both	external	(e.g.	mandatory	conscription	to	the	army)	and	

internal	factors	(e.g.	religious	principles).	Furthermore,	the	literature	also	allows	

us	 to	 explore	 these	 events	 from	 the	 perspective	 of	 various	 academic	 fields	 of	

social	sciences,	that	is	those	of	politics,	history,	religion,	sociology,	anthropology,	

geography,	 and	 military	 science.	 All	 in	 all,	 it	 offers	 an	 overview	 of	 possible	

answers	 to	 the	 	 research	questions	at	hand	and	 it	prepares	 the	ground	 for	 the	

following	research.		

2.3.3. Themes	and	Patterns	of	Druzes’	Behavior	and	Motives	

Building	 on	 the	 literature	 review,	 I	 identify	 the	 following	 themes	 and	

patterns	of	the	Druzes’	responses:	

• Opposing	 the	 regime	 through	 active	 participation	 in	 anti-regime	

demonstrations	 (mutathahara),	 signing	 petitions,	 organizing	

silent	 sit-ins,	 criticizing	 the	 regime	 on	 social	 media	 platforms,	

establishing	or	joining	military	battalions	with	the	intent	of	figting	

against	the	regime,	and	else.	

• Supporting	the	regime	through	active	participation	in	pro-regime	

demonstrations	 (masira),	 defending	 the	 regime’s	 strategies,	

criticizing	 the	 activitites	 of	 the	 anti-regime	 protestors,	

encouraging	people	 to	 join	 the	pro-regime	cause,	 establishing	or	
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joining	military	 battalions	 or	 the	 Syrian	 Armed	 Forces	 with	 the	

intent	of	fighting	the	opposition,	and	else.	

• Remaining	neutral,	indecisive,	passive,	inactive,	or	quiescent.		

• Migration	within	or	outside	of	the	country	

The	 research	 also	 takes	 into	 account	 that	 these	 reactions	 can	 be	 (and	

often	were)	variable	and	change	over	time,	which	is	reflected	in	the	conclusion	of	

the	research.		

Furthermore,	 the	 research	 also	 engages	 with	 the	 existing	 literature	 in	

order	 to	 understand	 the	 rationale	 behind	 these	 responses,	 and	 analyses	 the	

possible	motivations	 against	 the	 backdrop	 of	 historical,	 political,	 and	 religious	

context	and	development	of	the	Druze	community.	These	motivations	have	been	

partly	 uncovered	 during	 literature	 review	 and	 can	 be	 categorized	 in	 the	

following	way:	

• Genuine	discontent	with	the	status	quo	

• Genuine	support	of	and	trust	in	the	regime	

• Defensive	strategies	or	fear	

• Coercion	

In	my	research,	 I	uncovered	additional	motivational	 factors.	These	were	

the	following:		

• Solidarity	 with	 people	 negatively	 affected	 by	 the	 conflict	 (possibly	

interpreted	as	an	expression	of	assabiya)	

• Compliance	with/acting	upon	the	suggestion	of	a	Druze	authority	

• Fearing	the	change	of	status	quo	or	authorities	

I	 elaborate	 on	 these	 factors	 within	 the	 research	 itself	 to	 allow	 for	

contextual	and	better	understanding.		

2.4. Methodology	

The	aim	of	this	section	is	to	introduce	to	the	reader	the	methodology	used	

in	this	reseach.	It	is	an	inductive	and	qualitative	research	which	was	conducted	

in	order	to	answer	a	set	of	the	following	three	questions:	
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1. How	 did	 the	 Syrian	 Druze	 community	 react	 during	 the	 popular	

uprisings	of	2011	and	the	subsequent	civil	war?		

2. What	are	the	motives	behind	these	reactions?		

3. What	 do	 these	 reactions	 tell	 us	 about	 the	 Druze	 position	 towards	

Bashar	al-Assad’s	regime?		

In	an	attempt	to	answer	these	research	questions,	I	started	with	findings	

from	the	existing	literature	introduced	earlier	in	this	chapter.	Seeing	many	of	its	

gaps	and	shortcomings,	I	extensively	examined	media	and	news	outlets	through	

online	search	engine	(Google).	Firstly,	I	entered	key	words	in	English,	such	as	for	

example	Druze,	 Syria,	 demonstrations,	 protests,	 Idlib,	 Syrian	 civil	war,	etc.	 and	 I	

specified	the	search	settings	by	openning	the	“news”	tab	and	custom-ranging	the	

time	of	publication.	I	went	year	by	year	to	allow	for	a	chronological	and	more	in-

depth	 search.	 I	 reviewed	 as	 many	 articles	 generated	 as	 I	 deemed	 necessary;	

when	I	read	the	same	kind	of	information	five	times	or	more,	I	moved	to	the	next	

year.	I	would	only	reference	one	source	in	the	writing	of	the	research,	when	the	

same	piece	of	information	was	provided	by	several	sources.		

Secondly,	 believing	 in	 the	 credibility	 of	 these	 sources	 and/or	

understanding	 their	 area	 of	 interest,	 I	 repeated	 the	 same	 process	 on	 specific	

media	and	news	outlets.	These	were	Daily	Star	Lebanon,	Al	Jazeera,	Middle	East	

Eye,	NPR,	Al	Jumhuria,	Enab	Baladi,	BBC	News,	The	Washington	Post,	and	other.	

These	websites	often	offered	both	primary	sources	and	already	analyzed	news	

reports,	 which	 I	 used	 to	 understand	 better	 the	 context	 of	 a	 given	 piece	 of	

information,	if	I	felt	unable	to	interpret	it	correctly	myself.	Additionally,	if	I	was	

unsatisfied	with	 the	 amount	 or	 depth	 of	 information	 generated,	 I	would	 enter	

more	specific	key	words	into	the	search	engine	(for	example	a	name	of	a	specific	

district	in	Damascus,	name	of	a	Druze	militia,	etc.)	and	I	would	specify	the	time	

frame	(a	specific	month,	for	example).		

Thirdly,	 if	 I	came	to	the	conclusion	that	I	needed	more	 information	on	a	

specific	year	or	an	issue	at	hand,	I	repeated	step	one	and	two	but	I	entered	my	

key	 words	 in	 Arabic.	 I	 decided	 on	 this	 order	 as	 my	 language	 skills	 in	 Arabic	

would	 not	 suffice	 had	 I	 conducted	 the	 search	 the	 other	 way	 around.	 I	 did,	

however,	 wanted	 to	 include	 Arabic	 in	 my	 research	 too	 in	 order	 to	 be	 able	 to	
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access	more	 obscure	 pieces	 information	 and	 to	 bridge	 a	 potential	 information	

gap	left	behind	from	my	search	in	English,	which	I	believe	I	achieved.		

Lastly,	 coming	 across	 a	 credible	 independent	 local	 researcher	 Aymenn	

Jawad	Al-Tamimi,	 trusted	by	many	 scholars	 as	observed	 through	my	 literature	

review,	I	conducted	the	same	type	of	search	on	his	blog	www.aymennjawad.org,	

entering	key	words	in	English,	Arabic,	and	in	Spanish	in	that	order,	year	by	year.	

Other	 than	 in-depth	 account	 and	 analysis	 of	 the	 situation	 and	 events	 in	 Syria,	

including	 those	 specifically	 on	 the	 Druzes,	 Al-Tamimi	 also	 published	 several	

interviews	 with	 Druze	 militia	 leaders	 or	 officers.	 Additionally,	 I	 managed	 to	

obtain	several	pieces	of	 information	through	personal	correspondence	with	Al-

Tamimi	myself.		

Frequently,	 a	 generated	 result	 –	 by	 either	 Google	 or	 any	 one	 of	 the	

aformentioned	 media	 and	 news	 outlets	 –	 would	 often	 redirect	 me	 to	 another	

source,	which	would	draw	my	attention	to	yet	another	source	with	different	but	

also	 relevant	 information.	To	avoid	 the	proverbial	opening	of	a	can	of	worms,	 I	

limited	 this	spiralling,	 so	 to	 speak,	 to	 roughly	 five	additional	 redirections	and	 I	

would	remind	myself	of	the	specific	issue	I	was	researching	at	the	moment.	

Moreover,	analyses	of	situation	or	events	of	relevance	published	by	news	

and	media	 outlets	 of	 by	 Al-Tamimi	would	 often	 include	 references	 to	 primary	

sources.	 I	would	 consult	 these	 sources	 if	 said	 information	was	 the	 only	 one	 of	

this	sort	that	I	came	across	or	if	I	felt	like	I	need	to	check	the	information	myself.	

If	these	primary	sources	were	in	Arabic,	I	would	do	the	best	I	could	to	translate	

said	source	to	verify	that	information,	if	needed.		

In	 the	 end,	 when	 writing	 down	 the	 findings	 from	 my	 search,	 I	 did	 so	

chronologically	and	according	to	the	four	different	geographic	areas	introduced	

earlier.	 These	 were	 the	 villages	 in	 Idlib	 close	 to	 the	 Turkish	 borders,	 the	

governorate	of	Suwayda	in	the	South,	the	capital	of	Damascus,	and	villages	of	Mt	

Hermon	 in	 the	 Golan	 Heights.	 When	 recording	 these	 findings,	 I	 followed	 a	

timeline,	 but	 I	 also	 structured	 the	 writing	 around	 specific	 themes	 or	 motifs,	

lingering	 on	 points	 where	 special	 attention	 needed	 to	 be	 paid,	 and	 often	

referencing	 literature	 introduced	 earlier	 to	 better	 illustrate	 intriguing	 or	
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complex	issues.	I	decided	to	do	so	in	order	to	allow	for	the	text	to	be	as	pleasant	

for	the	reader	as	possible.	Hopefully,	this	was	achieved.		

	 	



41	

3. Research	
3.1. Idlib:	In	Opposition	out	of	Sympathy	

Idlib	Governorate	 is	 a	mountainous	 landlocked	 region	 in	north-west	 Syria	

bordering	Turkey,	of	roughly	6.000	km2	and	population	of	about	1.500.00088.	Prior	

to	 the	outbreak	of	 the	war,	 the	 region	was	home	 to	Syria’s	many	ethno-religious	

communities,	 including	 those	of	 the	Sunni	Muslims,	 Shia	Muslims,	Christians,	 and	

Druze,	 all	 of	 whom	 lived	mainly	 in	 small	 villages	 and	whose	 economic	 activities	

largely	 evolved	 around	 agriculture	 and	 food	 industry.	 The	 Druze	 in	 this	

governorate	live	predominately	in	small	villages	and	make	up	about	25.000	people.	

“Idlib”	will	refer	to	the	governorate,	not	the	city,	unless	stated	otherwise.	

The	 very	 limited	 number	 of	 sources	 documenting	 the	 situation	 in	 Idlib	

speaks	of	passivity	and	of	virtually	no	responses	on	the	part	of	the	Druze	vis-à-

vis	 the	 events	 in	 Syria.	 This	 led	many	 to	 conclude	 that	 the	 Druze	were	 either	

supportive	of	the	incumbent	or	were	simply	disinterested	in	the	developments	in	

the	 country	 altogether.	However,	 their	 silence	 and	 absence	during	 the	popular	

protests	 in	2011	does	not	necessarily	 imply	either	of	those	conclusions.	 In	fact,	

video	 documentation	 and	 interviews	 reveal	 rather	 significant	 backing	 of	 the	

opposition.	 This	 was	 caused,	 I	 argue,	 mainly	 by	 the	 Druzes’	 strong	 sense	 of	

assabiya	 –	 communal	 solidarity	 –	 which	 prompted	 the	 community	 to	 provide	

refuge	 and	medical	 assisstance	 for	 Syria’s	 opposition	members	 and	 Internally	

Displaced	Persons	(IDPs).	Additionally,	Idlib’s	Druzes’	support	of	the	opposition	

was	to	a	certain	extent	brought	about	by	the	Islamist	group	Jabhat	al-Nusra,	who	

took	control	over	several	Druze	villages	and	whose	threat	dictated	the	terms	of	

political	 alliances	 in	 the	 region.	 In	 other	 words,	 while	 we	 have	 evidence	 of	

Druzes	 supporting	 the	 opposition,	 there	 is	 not	 enough	 convincing	 evidence	 of	

their	 genuine	 discontent	 or	 grievances	 with	 the	 regime.	 Therefore,	 I	 conclude	

that	the	Druze	in	this	region	were	motivated	by	assabiya	and	by	fear.		

																																																								

88	City	Population.	1998-2022.	Syria:	Syrian	Arab	Republic,	accessed	on	March	14,	2022	
http://www.citypopulation.de/Syria.html		
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3.1.1. Syrian	Uprising	&	Druze	Refuge,	Humanitarian	Aid,	and	Assabiya	

A	 combination	 of	 media	 reports	 and	 interviews	 reveals	 the	 Druze	

community’s	very	strong	sympathy	with	the	overwhelmingly	Sunni	opposition	in	

Syria	 as	 early	 as	 2012.	 A	 Druze	member	 interviewed	 by	 Agence	 French	 Press	

stated	that	the	Druze	“declared	their	support	for	Sunni	Muslims	(who	are)	at	the	

heart	 of	 the	 rebellion”89,	 stating	 that	 the	Druze	 and	 the	 Sunni	Muslims	 remain	

brothers.	 Interviewees	add	 that	 the	majority	of	 the	Druze	 in	 the	 region	do	not	

support	 the	 regime	 of	 Bashar	 al-Assad.	 Their	 strong	 sense	 of	 communal	

solidarity	 and	 “brotherhood”	was	 further	 demonstrated	 by	 the	 fact	 that	many	

Druze	villagers	in	Idlib	provided	refuge	and	medical	aid	to	IDPs,	army	defectors,	

and	 those	 injured	 in	 combat.	 This	 was	 further	 facilitated	 by	 the	 mountainous	

geography	 of	 the	 region,	 which	 naturally	 provides	 security	 and	 protection,	 as	

well	as	by	the	distance	from	the	regime	controlled	areas,	and	by	the	proximity	to	

the	 Turkish	 borders,	 which	 provided	 a	 great	 deal	 of	 humanitarian	 relief	 and	

assistance	as	the	conflict	progressed.90	

The	 Druze	were	 not	 dettered	 from	 their	 involvement	 in	 the	 opposition	

movement	even	 later	 in	2012,	when	the	regime	decided	to	cut	off	services	and	

electricity	from	several	of	their	villages	and	threatened	to	bomb	them.	This	was	

so,	 according	 to	 sources,	 because	 the	 regime	 considered	 the	 Druze	 in	 Idlib	 as	

complicit	 in	 anti-regime	activities	due	 to	 their	 aformentioned	assistance	 to	 the	

opposition,	and	wanted	them	to	cease	these	activities.91	Instead	of	dissuading	the	

Druze,	 this	 event	 arguably	 even	 strengthened	 the	 bond	between	 them	and	 the	

Sunni	 opposition;	 stronge	 sense	 of	 cooperation	 and	 mutual	 assistance	 can	 be	

detected	 between	 those	 two	 groups	 following	 the	 regime	 intervention.	 For	

example,	several	Druze	allegedly	wanted	to	join	the	protests	but	were	instructed	

by	the	Sunnis	“not	 to	move	 in	order	 to	keep	[their]	villages	as	a	safe	haven	 for	

																																																								

89	Daily	Star,	2012.	Syria	Druze	Back	Sunni’s	Revolt	with	Words	but	Not	Arms,	accessed	
September	20,	2021	https://www.dailystar.com.lb/News/Middle-East/2012/Sep-08/187193-
syria-druze-back-sunnis-revolt-with-words-but-not-arms.ashx		
90	Hartman,	A.	C.,	Morse,	B.	S.,	Weber,	S.,	2020.	Violence,	Displacement,	and	Support	for	Internally	
Displaces	Persons:	Evidence	from	Syria,	University	College	London	and	Massachusetts	Institute	
of	Technology,	accessed	on	March	5,	2022	via	https://www.jointdatacenter.org/wp-
content/uploads/2022/01/20200615_SupportForIDPs_Syria.pdf	
91	Aymenn	Jawad	al-Tamimi,	2015,	accessed	on	September	20,	2021	
https://www.aymennjawad.org/2015/10/additional-notes-on-the-druze-of-jabal-al-summaq	
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populations	 fleeing	army	 intervention”.92	Similarly,	 some	Druze	men	wanted	 to	

join	the	combat	and	fight	alongside	the	opposition	but	were	either	beseeched	to	

stay	put	and	keep	on	providing	refuge	and	help	or	they	eventually	decided	not	to	

fight	because	they	did	not	wish	to	“spill	blood	of	[their]	countrymen”.93		

There	 is	 yet	 another	 plausible	 motivational	 factor	 that	 may	 have	

cemented	the	Druze	in	their	support	of	and	assistance	to	the	opposition:	that	of	

the	compliance	with	Druze	authority.	In	late	2012,	a	prominent	Lebanese	Druze	

politician	Walid	Jumblatt	publicly	urged	the	Druze	of	Syria	to	join	the	uprising.94	

While	 we	 now	 know	 that	 the	 Druze	 did	 not	 join	 the	 uprising	 in	 Idlib,	 such	 a	

statement	might	have	had	a	significant	 impact	on	how	the	Druze	reacted	vis-à-

vis	 the	events	 in	Syria	anyway,	such	as	 their	willingness	to	help	the	opposition	

members	in	the	already	mentioned	ways.	This	is	a	very	plausible	argument,	since	

many	Druze	 households	 in	 Syria	 have	 a	 portrait	Walid	 Jumblatt	 hung	 on	 their	

walls,	indicating	his	importance	and	influence	among	the	community	regardless	

of	 his	 different	nationality.	 This	 also	 seems	 to	 suggest	 that	 the	Druze	 religious	

and	ethnic	identity	supersedes	that	of	their	nationality.95	

3.1.2. ISIS	and	Jabhat	al-Nusrah	in	Idlib	

In	 late	 2013	 the	 coopertion	 and	 assistance	 between	 the	 Druze	 and	 the	

Sunni	 opposition	 was	 severely	 disrupted	 by	 the	 Islamic	 State	 capturing	 the	

region	 of	 Jabal	 al-Summaq	 in	 northwestern	 Idlib.	 The	 villages	 in	 this	 area	 are	

largely	 inhabited	 by	 the	 Druze,	 who	 ISIS	 –	 being	 a	 hardline	 Sunni	 faction	 –	

considers	to	be	heretics	due	to	several	of	their	beliefs	and	religious	practices.	As	

a	 result,	 the	 Druze	were	 forced	 to	make	 a	 decision;	 they	 either	 abandon	 their	

support	of	the	opposition	and	convert	to	Sunni	Islam,	or	they	fight	alongside	the	

rebels.	The	Druze	unanimously	opted	for	the	former,	undoubtedly	hoping	to	be	

able	 to	 still	 practice	 their	 religion	 in	 secrecy,	 which	 the	 community	 has	
																																																								

92	Naharnet,	2012.	Syria	Druze	Back	Sunnis‘	Revolt	with	Words	but	Not	Arms,	accessed	on	
October	23,	2021	https://www.naharnet.com/stories/en/52892	
93	Balanche,	2018	
94	Daily	Star,	2012.	Jumblatt	calls	on	Syria’s	Druze	to	join	uprising,	accessed	on	September	20,	
2021	http://www.dailystar.com.lb/News/Politics/2012/Nov-29/196544-jumblatt-calls-on-
syrias-druze-to-join-uprising.ashx#axzz2DiUH9T9x	
95	The	Washington	Institute	for	Near	East	Policy,	2014,	accessed	on	October	20,	2021	
https://www.washingtoninstitute.org/policy-analysis/druze-balancing-act	



44	

historically	 done	 many	 times.	 As	 outlined	 in	 chapter	 one,	 this	 practice	 called	

protective	dissimulation	or	taqiyya	allows	religious	minorities	 to	blend	 in	 their	

environment	 comprised	 of	 predominately	 members	 of	 a	 different	 religion	 by	

way	of	outwardly	presenting	themselves	as	members	of	the	dominating	religion,	

while	still	practicing	their	own	religion	on	secrecy.96		

However,	this	turned	out	to	be	nearly	impossible,	as	ISIS	forced	the	Druze	

to	 desecrate	 their	 religious	 symbols	 and	 places	 by	 having	 them	 destroy	 the	

Druze	shrines	and	dig	up	tombs	of	their	saints.	Moreover,	the	Druze	had	to	start	

praying	 in	 accordance	with	 the	 Sunni	 faith,	women	had	 to	 start	wearing	hijab,	

men	had	 to	give	up	 their	 traditional	Druze	clothing,	and	 the	 two	genders	were	

not	permitted	to	mix	in	public,	as	the	Druze	faith	normally	allows.		Segregation	of	

genders	spread	over	to	the	schools	as	well,	where	girls	and	boys	had	to	be	taught	

separately	 and	 only	 by	 teachers	 of	 the	 same	 gender.	 This	 constituted	 a	 huge	

problem	for	the	community	and	the	education	of	the	students,	as	separating	boys	

and	girls	and	providing	both	male	and	femal	teachers	for	the	same	subject	was	

beyond	 the	 capacity	 and	 budget	 of	 local	 schools.	 For	 example,	 “there	 was	 no	

qualified	male	 (math)	 teacher	who	could	replace	(the	 female	math	 teacher),	 so	

now	 the	 boys	 don’t	 study	math”,	 as	 a	 local	 resident	 recalls97.	 This	 undeniably	

affected	the	students’	education	for	years	to	come.	

Just	 like	 the	 Druze	 adopted	 Sunni	 faith	 only	 out	 of	 coercion,	 they	

abandoned	their	support	of	 the	opposition	 for	 the	same	reason.	This	proved	to	

be	 true	 in	early	2014	when	the	region	was	 liberated	by	Syrian	Revolutionaries	

Front	(SRF).	The	Druze	welcomed	the	opposition	into	their	villages	and	a	video	

record	 shows	 a	 very	 cordial	 and	 mutually	 supportive	 atmosphere.	 The	 two	

groups	 offered	 each	 other	 assistance	 and	 protection,	 and	 spoke	 of	 mutual	

support	and	brotherhood.	98		

																																																								

96	Sözer,	H.	2014.	Dissimulation:	Retaining	Minority	Identity	while	Pretending	to	be	Part	of	the	
Majority.	In	Managing	Invisibility.	Leiden,	The	Netherlands:	Brill	
97	Syria	Direct,	2015.	Idlib	Druze	agree	to	forced	conversion,	destroyed	shrines	under	Nusra	rule,	
accessed	on	Octobe	20,	2021	https://syriadirect.org/idlib-druze-agree-to-forced-conversion-
destroyed-shrines-under-nusra-rule/	
98	Al	Aan	TV	on	Youtube,	2014,	accessed	on	October	20,	2021	
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=m6-7zw-xnMc		
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This	harmonious	relation	was,	however,	shortlived.	Jabhat	al-Nusra	(JAN),	

an	 offshoot	 of	 al-Qa’ida,	 fought	 over	 the	 control	 of	military	 base	Mastouma	 in	

March	 2015	 and	 effectively	 took	 control	 over	 the	 much	 of	 Idlib	 governorate.	

Unable	 to	 resist	 them,	 the	SRF	 fled	 the	 region.	99	Similarly	 like	 in	2013,	 a	 strict	

Sunni	doctrine	was	imposed	on	the	Druze	in	the	area	who	this	time	had	to	sign	a	

document	 detailing	 specific	 points	 of	 religious	 practices	 to	 follow,	 concerning	

times	of	prayer,	appropriate	clothing,	etc.100		

The	capture	of	 Idlib	by	 JAN	is	perhaps	most	notably	associated	with	the	

amount	 of	 unprecedented	 violence	 that	 the	 Islamist	 group	 inflicted	 upon	 the	

Druze,	most	infamous	of	which	was	the	Qalb	Lawzah	massacre.	On	June	10,	2015	

a	Druze	of	Qalb	Lawzah,	a	small	village	in	the	region,	confronted	a	JAN	leader	al-

Tunisi	who	“tried	to	seize	a	house	belonging	to	a	Druze…	claiming	he	[the	Druze]	

was	loyal	to	the	regime”.101	Allegedly,	a	violent	altercation	took	place,	following	

which	 JAN	members	 opened	 fire	 on	 the	 Druze	 villagers,	 killed	 between	 20	 or	

40102,	including	the	elderly,	religious	figures,	and	a	child.	Following	this	incident,	

a	few	villagers	managed	to	seize	weapons	from	JAN,	retaliating	and	killing	three	

members	of	the	group.103	

Very	few	sources	report	on	the	Druze	of	Idlib	after	this	attack.	It	appears	

that	 many	 fled,	 possibly	 fearing	 a	 similar	 attack	 was	 iminent	 in	 the	 JAN	

controlled	 region.	 For	many,	 however,	 their	 sense	 of	 communal	 solidarity	 and	

support	of	the	opposition	stayed	strong,	as	reports	point	to	a	near	million	IDPs	

who	 found	refuge	 in	 Idlib	 from	 the	 start	of	 the	war	 till	now.	Those	Druze	who	

stayed	and	continued	providing	medical	aid	and	refuge	did	so	even	after	 living	

conditions	progressively	worsened	as	Turkey	closed	its	borders	in	2015,	making	

																																																								

99	Daily	Star,	2015.	Rebels	seize	key	regime	base	in	Northern	Idlib	province,	accessed	on	
September	4,	2021	https://www.dailystar.com.lb/News/Middle-East/2015/May-20/298624-
rebels-seize-key-regime-base-in-northern-idlib-province.ashx	
100	Aymenn	Jawad	al-Tamimi,	2015	
101	Middle	East	Eye,	2015.	Al-Nusra	kills	at	least	20	Druze	in	Syria’s	Idlib	provice,	accessed	on	
September	20,	2021	
102	sources	differ	on	the	number	of	killed	
103	Middle	East	Eye,	2015.	
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it	 increasingly	 difficult	 for	 the	 region	 to	 maintain	 supplies	 of	

humanitarian	and	medical	help	from	the	north.104		

Moreover,	many	lands	and	properties	were	reportedly	confiscated	by	JAN	

from	 those	 Druze	 who	 remained	 loyal	 to	 the	 regime,	 who	 were	 consequently	

forced	to	leave	the	region.	Lastly,	sources	suggest	that	many	Druze	villages	were	

among	 those	 bombarded	 by	 regime	 forces	 in	 2019,	 but	 no	 information	 was	

reported	specifically	on	the	Druzes’	responses	to	these	attacks.105		

While	 this	 is	 report	on	 the	massacre	of	 the	Druze	 is	atrocious	 indeed,	 it	

might	also	reveal	a	new	piece	of	information;	namely	that	of	the	alleged	support	

of	 Bashar	 al-Assad’s	 regime	 by	 a	 member	 of	 the	 Druze	 community.	 This	

information	 might	 indeed	 be	 accurate	 and	 there	 may	 have	 been	 Druze	

supportive	of	 the	 current	government.	However,	 since	 this	 is	 the	only	 time	we	

learn	about	such	a	support,	very	 little	can	be	deduced	about	 the	 true	nature	of	

the	support,	about	the	extent	of	it,	or	about	what	motivations	behind	the	support	

were.	Additionally,	it	may	also	be	that	Jabhat	al-Nusrah	only	used	this	reasoning	

as	an	excuse	for	the	killings	of	the	Druze,	or	this	report	may	be	distored	in	other	

ways.	 Nonetheless,	 there	 are	 no	 detailed	 reports	 supporting	 either	 of	 these	

options,	 and	 so	 any	 attempts	 at	 explaining	 and	 analysing	 this	 piece	 of	

information	would	be	a	speculation	only.		

***	

The	research	reveals	that	the	fate	of	the	Druze	of	Idlib	was	characterized	

by	 mainly	 two	 issues.	 Firstly,	 it	 is	 worth	 noting	 how	 they	 grappled	 with	 the	

presence	 of	 the	 violent	 Islamist	 group	 Jabhat	 al-Nusra,	 namely	 how	 they	

complied	with	their	dictatorial	authority	demanding	conversion	to	Sunni	Islam.	

The	 Druze	 coping	mechanism	was	 interesting,	 yet	 rather	 unsurprising,	 that	 is	

that	 they	 did	 not	 resist	 but	 outwardly	 adopted	 the	 new	 religion	 as	 a	 way	 of	

protective	dissimulation	(taqiyya)	in	order	to	preserve	the	community	and	their	

Druze	 identity,	 not	 to	mention	 lives	 and	property.	 Secondly,	 despite	 their	 own	

hardship	 they	 sympathized	 with	 the	 opposition	 members	 repressed	 by	 the	

																																																								

104	Hartman,	A.	C.,	Morse,	B.	S.,	Weber,	S.,	2020	
105	BBC	News,	2012.	Syria	conflict:	Al-Nusra	fighters	kill	Druze	villagers,	accessed	on	May	10,	
2022	https://www.bbc.com/news/world-middle-east-33092902	
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regime	 and	 with	 Syrian	 IDPs,	 and	 reacted	 in	 accordance	 with	 their	 sense	 of	

communal	 solidarity	 (assabiya),	 providing	 humanitarian	 and	 medical	 support,	

and	offering	refuge	to	those	in	need.		

While	these	are	not	mutually	exclusive,	it	appears	that	the	Druze	assisted	

the	opposition	simply	because	 they	 felt	 strongly	about	helping	–	as	 individuals	

and	as	a	community	–	those	in	need.	The	evidence	suggests	that	it	was	the	Druze	

sense	of	 communal	 solidarity	–	assabiya	 –	 rather	 than	genuine	discontent	with	

the	Syrian	regime	that	made	them	side	with	the	opposition.	There	is	simply	not	

enough	 evidence	 that	 would	 suggest	 otherwise	 and	 we	 have	 no	 information	

pertaining	 to	notion	 that	 the	Druze	of	 Idlib	explicitly	opposed	 the	 regime.	This	

region	has	been	till	this	day	an	area	where	opposition	has	remained	active,	and	it	

has	therefore	been	a	target	of	the	regime	forces.	Being	sympathetic	to	the	people	

in	 need	 of	 humanitarian	 and	 medical	 aid,	 the	 Druze	 simply	 did	 just	 that.	 I	

therefore	conclude	that	the	Druze	were	rather	apolitical	 in	their	responses	and	

reacted	 to	 a	 situation	 they	 regarded	 as	 demanding	 assistance	 in	 a	 more	 of	 a	

compassionate	and	humane	manner	instead	of	ideological	and	political.	

	

3.2. Suwayda:	Region	in	an	Uproar	

Suwayda	 Governorate	 (Muhafazat	 as-Suwayda)	 is	 the	 southernmost	

governorate	 in	 Syria	 bordering	with	 Jordan,	 its	 territory	 is	 of	 roughly	 5,550	km²	

territory,	and	 its	 capital	bears	 the	 same	name,	Al-Suwayda.	The	governorate	 is	a	

part	 of	 a	 geographic	 region	 Hawran,	 which	 spans	 to	 neighboring	 Dara’a	

Governorate,	 with	 frequent	 rainfall	 and	 fertile	 plains,	 making	 Suwayda	 one	 of	

Syria’s	most	agricultural	region.	The	vast	majority	of	the	governorate’s	population	

is	Druze	(about	375.000),	with	small	communities	of	Christians	and	Sunnis,	making	

it	 Syria’s	 only	 governorate	 where	 the	 Druze	 are	 a	 majority.106	In	 the	 following	

section,	I	am	using	“Suwayda”	to	refer	to	the	whole	region,	and	“Suwayda	city”	or	

“Suwayda’s	capital”	to	refer	to	the	city.		

																																																								

106	City	Population.	1998-2022.	Syria:	Syrian	Arab	Republic,	accessed	on	March	14,	2022	
http://www.citypopulation.de/Syria.html	
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As	outlined	in	the	literature	review,	a	quick	overview	of	academic	papers	

and	 media	 outlets	 regarding	 the	 Druze	 of	 Suwayda	 and	 their	 reaction	 to	 the	

events	 in	 Syria	 starting	 in	 2011	might	 impress	upon	 the	 reader	 great	 sense	 of	

confusion,	as	many	sources	seem	to	provide	contradicting	pieces	of	information.	

The	reality	is	rather	complex	and	varies	greatly	across	the	Druze	demographics	

and	across	timeline.	In	my	research,	I	find	that	Suwayda’s	Druze	population	was	

divided	 in	 their	 responses	 depending	 largely	 on	 their	 social	 rank,	 economic	

status,	 political	 orientation	 or	 lack	 thereof,	 and	 their	 sense	 of	 communal	

solidarity.	With	that	being	said,	I	argue	that	the	Druze	were	ultimately	motivated	

in	their	responses	by	what	they	considered	by	their	own	assessment	would	give	

them	the	best	chance	at	self-defense	and	self-preservation	as	individuals	and	as	a	

community,	regardless	of	what	those	responses	were.			

3.2.1. Syrian	Uprisings	&	Druze	on	the	Sidelines	

On	March	15,	2011	tens	of	residents	of	Syria’s	southwestern	city	of	Daraa	

came	to	the	streets	to	protest	against	the	arrest	of	15	of	their	young	friends	and	

relatives	who	had	sprayed	anti-regime	graffiti	on	their	school	wall	several	days	

prior.	 As	 the	 regime	 forces	 cracked	 down	 on	 these	 protesters,	 killing	 three	 of	

them,	 the	 demostrations	 grew	 in	 numbers	 and	 intensity,	 quickly	 spreading	 all	

over	 Syria.	 However,	 despite	 being	 only	 an	 hour	 long	 drive	 away	 from	 the	

epicentre	of	 these	protest,	 the	 region	of	Suwayda	displayed	 little	 to	no	activity	

vis-à-vis	these	events.		

During	 the	 first	 weeks	 of	 the	 uprisings,	 only	 several	 small	 scale	 anti-

regime	 sit-ins	 and	 protests	 took	 place	 in	 Suwayda,	 vast	 majority	 of	 its	

participants	being	Sunni.	A	few	dozen	Druze	lawyers	took	part	in	these	protest,	

though	most	of	 them	demanded	the	release	of	Druze	prisoners	and	respect	 for	

human	 rights	 rather	 than	 regime	 reforms107.	 A	 Druze	 pro-opposition	 activist	

interviewed	by	The	National	said	that	“the	uprisings	[in	Suwayda	were]	 limited	

to	the	intellectuals”	and	no	significant	support	for	the	opposition	was	rallied.108	

																																																								

107	The	National	News,	2012.	Syria’s	Druze	community:	A	silent	minority	in	no	rush	to	take	sides,	
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This	 disengagement	 was	 further	 encouraged	 by	 Druze	 religious	 leaders,	 who	

soon	 after	 they	 had	 caught	 a	 whiff	 of	 anti-regime	 protests	 in	 the	 region,	

beseeched	the	Druze	of	Suwayda	not	to	take	part	in	the	protests,	so	as	to	not	get	

involved	 in	 an	 escalating	 and	 potentially	 risky	 conflict.	 “You’ll	 bring	 the	 tanks	

here	and	disaster	on	to	our	heads”109,	was	a	common	type	of	a	response	given	by	

the	 clergy,	when	 the	aformentioned	pro-opposition	activist	 tried	 to	 rally	druze	

support	 throught	 them.	 The	 clergy’s	 response	 should	 therefore	 be	 understood	

not	as	a	sign	of	their	support	of	the	regime	but	rather	as	a	pacifist	and	defensive	

mechanism.	

Regardless,	 a	 certain	 number	 of	 regime	 supporters	 did	 appear	 in	 the	

streets	during	the	first	days	of	the	protests.	Several	Druze	Ba’ath	Party	members	

gathered	 in	 the	 streets	 of	 Suwayda	 and	 put	 on	 a	 show	 of	 support	 for	 Assad,	

during	which	they	roared	motorcycles	through	the	city,	displaying	posters	of	the	

incumbent	with	the	slogan	“Minhibak”	(we	love	you),	and	playing	songs	pledging		

allegiance	 to	 the	 president110.	 Morover,	 the	 president	 himself	 visited	 several	

towns	in	the	Suwayda	region	only	a	few	days	before	the	initial	protests	in	Dara’a	

began,	most	likely	rallying	the	Druzes’	support	in	the	unavoidable	crisis.	Videos	

and	pictures	were	 taken	during	 the	 visit,	where	 local	Druze	 are	 seen	 cordially	

welcoming	 the	president,	 shaking	hands	with	him,	 kissing	 and	hugging	him111.	

This	is	perhaps	best	understood	as	a	display	of	respect	and	affection	for	a	man,	

who	 had	 for	 long	 time	 been	 understood	 by	 a	 number	 of	 Druze	 as	 a	 friend	 of	

Syrian	minorities.112	Former	 president	 and	 the	 father	 of	 the	 current	 president,	

Hafiz	 al-Assad,	 had	 arguably	 started	 the	 Syrian’s	 regime	 self-portrayal	 as	 a	

protector	of	minorities	who	would	otherwise,	according	to	the	regime	rhetoric,	

be	 in	 danger	 in	 an	 overwhelmingly	 Sunni	 environment113.	 Said	 respect	 and	
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affection	did	harbor	support	for	Bashar	al-Assad	among	some	Druze	in	2011,	but	

did	not	automatically	translate	into	a	widespread	one.		

While	 the	 grandeur	 of	 the	 display	 of	 support	 for	 Assad	 gave	 the	 Druze	

towns	of	Suwayda	an	instant	glimmer	of	being	the	regime’s	ally,	this	was	rather	

an	 innacurate	 interpretation	of	 the	Druze	 responses.	 The	 sources	used	 till	 this	

point	 mention	 only	 a	 certain	 number	 od	 Druze	 activists,	 of	 both	 ends	 of	 the	

political	spectrum,	leading	me	to	beieve	that	the	vast	majority	of	ordinary	Druze	

people	 by	 far	 remained	 passive,	 not	 displaying	 signs	 of	 either	 support	 for	 or	

opposition	to	the	regime.			

This	 was	 interesting	 and	 perhaps	 even	 baffling,	 considering	 the	

geographic	proximity	and	similar	economic	deterioration	of	Suwayda	and	Dara’a	

regions,	such	as	water	drought	or	 lack	or	expansion	of	agricultural	 land,	which	

would	 suggest	 protests	 of	 similar	 magnitude,	 especially	 seeing	 as	 the	 whole	

country	was	soon	in	an	uproar.114	What’s	more,	the	Druze	of	Suwayda	do	have	a	

history	 of	 rebelling	 against	 the	 regime;	 a	 fact	 that	 Bashar	 al-Assad	must	 have	

been	 well	 aware	 of	 when	 he	 visited	 the	 region	 in	 March	 2011,	 most	 likely	 to	

harbor	their	support.115		

The	grounds	for	the	predominantly	taciturn	nature	of	the	Druze	response	

are	multifactorial	 and	 can	 be	 attributed	 to	 several	 underlying	 and	 preexisting	

factors.	First	of	all,	years	prior	to	the	outbreak	of	protests	in	Syria,	Suwayda	had	

seen	 many	 of	 its	 young	 citizens	 move	 to	 larger	 cities	 or	 abroad	 to	 escape	

unemployment. 116 	This,	 combined	 with	 the	 Druzes’	 low	 birthrates 117 ,	 has	

resulted	in	Suwayda’s	absence	of	younger	population	which	is	usually	the	main	

driver	 of	 social	 and	 political	 movements118.	 Secondly,	 an	 argument	 has	 been	

made	 by	 some	 academics	 that	 Suwayda’s	 –	 and	 by	 extension	 the	 Druzes’	 –	

economic	conditions	were	simply	not	as	bad	as	 those	of	Daraa’s,	one	of	whose	
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biggest	grievances	was	that	of	the	region’s	drought	that	had	devasted	much	of	its	

agricultural	land	and	thus	had	plumetted	many	of	its	people	into	poverty.119	The	

issue	of	drought	had	also	been	largely	ignored	by	the	government	prior	to	2011,	

which	greatly	contributed	to	the	growing	social	unrest	in	the	Daraa.		

Secondly,	 Balanche	 has	 argued	 that	 the	 absence	 of	 large	 scale	

demostrations	 among	 the	 Druze	 in	 Suwayda	 is	 to	 be	 attributed	 to	 the	 lack	 of	

solidarity	“due	to	an	ancestral	sectarian	divide	between	Sunnis	of	 the	southern	

agricultural	 region	 known	 as	 the	 Houran	 and	 the	 Druze	 of	 the	 adjacent	

mountainous	 area”120.	 Indeed,	 Syria’s	 southern	 ethnic	 groups	 especially	 had	

suffered	 from	 strong	 sectarian	 fissures	 even	 before	 2011,	 though	 lack	 of	

solidarity	between	these	two	groups	can	hardly	be	the	cause	of	the	little	protests.	

Reason	 being,	 in	 2011	 a	 large	 number	 of	 Suwayda’s	 Druze	 provided	

accommodation,	 food	 supplies,	 and	 healthcare	 for	 Daraa’s	 refugees	 and	 other	

IDPs	in	Suwayda,	and	sent	help	to	the	region	itself	too121.	Differing	political	and	

social	 stands	 do	 not	 seem	 to	 have	 taken	 precedence	 over	 the	 Druzes’	 sense	

communal	solidarity.	As	outlined	in	the	introduction,	this	is	a	key	component	of	

the	Druze	religion	and	community	known	as	assabiya.	The	Druze	have	displayed	

this	feature	during	the	war	via	similar	acts	of	humanitarian	aid	in	other	parts	of	

the	country	(such	as	in	Idlib)	and	it	thus	creates	a	clear	behavioral	pattern	of	the	

Druze	responses.		

While	 these	 factors	 explaining	 the	 lack	 of	 popular	 protests	 in	 Suwayda	

may	 have	 indeed	 played	 a	 part,	 I	 instead	 argue	 that	 the	 most	 convincing	

explanation	 by	 far	 is	 simply	 the	 fact	 that	 minorities	 in	 a	 sectarian	 and	 Sunni	

dominated	environment	such	as	Syria	have	a	vulnerable	position	when	it	comes	

to	 internal	 conflicts.	 They	 are	 usually	 very	 fragile	 and	 susceptible	 to	 violence,	

and	are	often	the	first	victims	of	armed	conflicts122.	Well	aware	of	 this	 fact,	 the	
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Druze	 became	 apprehensive	 about	 what	 the	 consequences	 would	 be	 if	 they	

chose	a	side	in	the	conflict.			

On	 the	 one	 hand,	 siding	 with	 the	 regime	 would	 have	 not	 been	 a	

particularly	 logical	choice.	While	 the	Druze	had	held	many	offices	and	ranks	 in	

Ba’ath	 Party	 government	 and	 military	 in	 the	 past	 –	 disproportionately	 to	 the	

number	of	Druze	in	the	country	–		the	Druze	region	of	Suwayda	in	2011	did	not	

display	 any	 signs	 of	 the	 government’s	 preferential	 treatment	 and	 was	 rather	

neglected	and	underdeveloped.123	What’s	more,	Suwayda’s	Druze	had	very	good	

reasons	as	 to	not	wanting	 to	 join	 forces	with	Assad’s	 regime,	as	 it	had	brutally	

cracked	 down	 on	 protestors	 in	 Suwayda	 in	 2000,	 following	 an	 armed	 conflict	

between	 the	 Druze	 and	 Bedouins,	 for	 which	 the	 Druze	 demanded	 the	

government’s	accountability124.	Moreover,	being	a	religious	minority	supporting	

what	was	seen	as	a	hostile	and	repressive	regime	towards	Sunni	opposition	was	

not	 a	 very	 appealing	 prospect	 for	 the	Druze	 in	 a	 Sunni	majority,	 as	 that	 could	

easily	create	a	discord	between	the	two	groups.		

On	 the	 other	 hand,	 siding	 with	 the	 opposition	 was	 an	 equally	 bleak	

prospect.	 The	 Druze	 became	 rather	 sceptical	 and	 apprehensive	 about	 the	

alternative	to	the	government	at	that	time.	They	did	not	have	much	faith	in	the	

opposition	 and	 in	 the	 government	 it	 would	 put	 together	 should	 it	 succeed	 in	

overthrowing	 the	 current	 one,	 as	 they	 feared	 their	 position	 of	 religious	 and	

cultural	 freedom	would	 change.	 This	 was	 further	 exacerbated	 by	 the	 regime’s	

rhetoric	 and	 narrative	 that	 it	 often	 used	 to	 alienate	 the	 Druze	 from	 the	 Sunni	

anti-regime	 protestors	 and	 the	 opposition.	 It	 portrayed	 them	 as	 thugs	 and	

Islamist	radicals	who	were	hostile	to	religious	minorities.	This	was	indeed	a	very	

powerful	and	effective	rhetoric	as	the	Druze	were	well	aware	of	their	potential	

endangerment	 in	 a	 radical	 Sunni	 Islamist	 environment,	 looking	 at	 neighboring	

Iraq’s	 Yazidis	 and	 Christians,	 massacred	 by	 the	 ISIS.	 The	 use	 of	 sectarian	

language	and	the	threat	of	the	Islamists	was	a	carefully	constructed	campaign	to	

make	sure	that	the	Druze	(and	other	minorities)	do	not	side	with	the	opposition.		
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In	 other	 words,	 the	 Druze	 felt	 threatened	 by	 siding	 with	 either	 side.	
Pushed	 into	 a	 corner,	 the	 vast	majority	 of	 the	Druze	 chose	 a	 third	 option	 and	
remained	strategically	passive,	waiting	on	the	sidelines.		

3.2.2. The	Druze	Divide	over	Daraa	

As	the	situation	in	Syria	started	to	escalate	and	the	regime	cracked	down	

on	 Syrian	 protestors	more	 and	more	 aggresively	 in	 late	 2011,	 the	 situation	 in	

Suwayda	began	changing.	While	the	majority	of	Druze	still	remained	quiet,	many	

of	 the	 region’s	 Druze	 became	 increasingly	 tangled	 up	 in	 either	 pro-regime	 or	

pro-opposition	support	in	both	Suwayda	and	Dara’a	too,	which	created	a	societal	

schism	 in	 Suwayda	 and	 aggravated	 the	 already	 existing	 sectarian	 lines	 of	

southern	Syria.	

This	 was	 brought	 about	 by	 several	 incidents.	 As	 regime	 violence	

intensified	 in	 neighboring	 Dara’a,	 Druze	 activist	 and	 opposition	 supporters	

began	expressing	their	sympathy	with	more	and	more	vigour.	Their	numbers	did	

not	 particularly	 grow,	 but	 the	 instensity	 and	 frequency	 of	 their	 anti-regime	

protests	 did.	 They	 established	 Suwayda’s	 own	 branch	 of	 Local	 Coordination	

Committee	(LCC),	a	network	of	opposition	groups	in	Syria,	which	then	organized	

several	protest	in	the	region	and	attamped	to	recruit	more	members	among	the	

community.	A	Druze	activist	 explained:	 “This	 [was]	an	uprising	 for	dignity	and	

human	rights.	It	[was]	an	uprising	that	represent[ed]	the	anger	of	our	people	in	

Dara’a	 over	 their	 compromised	 dignity.”125 	Nonetheless,	 this	 solidarity	 and	

sympathy	for	the	people	in	Daraa	remained	to	be	carried	solely	by	the	elite	and	

intellectuals	 in	 Suwayda,	 as	 another	 Druze	 recalled,	 and	 did	 not	 gain	 vast	

support	among	the	ordinary	people	like	it	did	in	Syria’s	other	regions.126		

The	efforts	of	 the	 regime	opponents	were	met	by	 an	equally	 intensified	

efforst	of	 the	regime	supporters.	Their	 initial	 spontaneous	show	of	 support	 for	

Assad	 turned	 more	 organized	 and	 progressively	 more	 violent	 towards	 the	

regime	opponents.	Several	times,	the	Druze	physically	attacked	Suwayda’s	anti-

regime	protesters	 in	an	attempt	 to	disband	 the	pro-opposition	gatherings.	One	
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Druze	regime	supporter	mentioned:	“If	it	were	up	to	me,	I	would	level	Daraa	to	

the	ground	and	turn	it	into	an	onion	farm.’’	This	refers	to	a	an	old	strife	between	

the	 two	 peoples	 centered	 mainly	 around	 matters	 of	 agriculture,	 water,	 and	

infrustructure.	Houran	–	a	region	spanning	across	Daraa	and	Suwayda	–	receives	

enough	water	 through	rainfall	 to	become	a	major	grain	and	vegetable	growing	

area.	However,	it	is	mainly	Daraa	whose	economy	thrives	around	agriculture	and	

trade.	This	is	largely	due	to	the	fact	that	Daraa’s	economic	development	has	been	

favored	by	 the	 regime,	many	of	whose	state	officials,	 army	officials,	 and	Ba’ath	

Party	 members	 come	 from	 this	 city.	 As	 a	 result,	 Daraa	 exports	 more,	 has	

highways	connecting	it	to	Damascus	and	Amman	in	Jordan,	and	has	better	water	

infrustructure	 –	 something	 that	 the	 region	 of	 Suwayda	 lacks.	 Consequently,	

“[Suwayda]	views	its	western	neighbour	with	envy”.127	

It	 is	 interesting	 to	 note	 the	 slight	 paradox	 of	 the	 outcome	 of	 these	

inequalities;	Suwayda	had	been	disadvanataged	by	the	regime	while	Daraa	had	

been	favoured,	yet	the	latter	rose	up	against	the	regime	in	2011	and	was	brutally	

surpressed,	 while	 the	 former	 remained	 mainly	 silent	 with	 a	 small	 number	

supporting	it.	This	goes	to	show	that	socio-economic	grievances	were	clearly	not	

enough	of	a	driver	behind	Druzes’	potential	objection	to	the	regime.	

This	was	not	 the	only	reason	the	Druze	regime	supporters	had	 for	 their	

organization.	 A	 video	 appeared	 on	 Youtube	 of	 Abdul-Salam	 al-Khalifi,	 a	 Salafi	

sheikh	from	Dara’a,	who	criticized	the	Druze	of	Suwayda	for	their	overwhelming	

passivity	during	these	events	and	subsequently	insulted	the	memory	of	the	Great	

Arab	 Revolt	 Druze	 leader	 al-Atrash,	 the	 Druze	 women,	 and	 their	 honor.	 This	

sparked	 yet	 another	 wave	 of	 dislike	 and	 apathy	 for	 the	 Sunni	 opposition	 in	

Dara’a	and	widened	the	gap	between	these	two	groups.		

Capping	off	the	tension	between	Dara’a	and	Suwayda,	regime	supporters	

began	organizing	 themselves	 loosely	 into	Shabiha	–	a	government	paramilitary	

gangs	 officially	 disbanded	 in	 the	 1990s,	 which	 found	 its	 way	 back	 during	 the	

Syrian	 crisis	 as	 an	 armed	 or	 unarmed	 support	 for	 the	 regime.	 These	 were	

volunteers,	 former	 convicts,	 the	 unemployed,	 and	 regime	 draftees	 “recruited	

																																																								

127	Ezzi,	2013	



55	

from	 the	 least	 educated	 segments	 of	 society”.	 Moreover,	 several	 other	 Druze	

regime	 supporters	 were	 recruited	 into	 Army	 of	 National	 Defense,	 another	

paramilitary	 organization	 in	 service	 of	 the	 regime,	 members	 of	 which	 were	

financially	compensated	but	remain	officially	civilians128.	Consequently,	multiple	

clashes	 took	place	between	 the	opposition	 supporters	or	LCC,	 and	 the	Shabiha	

and	regime-supporters.	While	some	of	these	clashes	resulted	in	injuries,	no	one	

in	the	region	was	killed.	

As	 pointed	 out	 above,	 while	 these	 civil,	 political,	 and	military	 activities	

stirred	the	hitherto	generally	calm	atmosphere	 in	Suwayda,	 the	majority	of	 the	

ordinary	people	remained	reactionless.		

3.2.3. The	Contention	among	Religious	Clergy	

As	outlined	in	the	introduction,	there	is	no	single	uncontested	authority	in	

the	Druze	community.	There	are	religious	leaders,	sheykhs,	of	several	ranks,	and	

then	secular	and	tribal	leaders,	who	do	not	hold	a	title	of	a	leader	per	se,	rather	

are	 bestowed	 the	 role	 usually	 organically	 and	 not	 through	 voting	 or	 heredity.	

None	of	these	figures,	however,	are	authoritative	and	do	not	govern	or	dictate.	As	

a	result,	there	is	no	centralized	leadership	which	would	unify	the	Druze	positions	

towards	 the	 events	 in	 Syria,	 which	 paved	 the	 way	 for	 fragmentation	 of	 these	

positions	in	the	community.	It	also	allowed	space	for	new	leaderships	to	emerge	

during	 the	 crisis,	 such	 as	 the	 one	 of	 Sheikh	 Abu	 Fahad	 Waheen	 al-Bal’ous,	 a	

former	policeman,	who	 in	2012	started	propagating	 the	 idea	of	a	 separate	and	

autonomous	 region	 of	 Jabal	 al-Druze	 operating	 under	 international	 protection.	

This	idea	was	particularly	put	forward	to	the	community	in	mid-2015,	when	the	

Assad	 forces	 seemed	 to	be	withering	 and	 the	 Syrian	Druze	 started	 to	 consider	

their	options,	wanting	to	avoid	the	one	of	being	a	governed	by	Sunni	opposition.	

Regardless	of	the	potentially	self-protective	nature	of	this	prospect,	the	idea	died	
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with	 Sheikh	 Balous	 later	 in	 2015	 when	 he	 was	 assassinated	 under	 unclear	

circumstances.129		

As	for	the	religious	authorities,	their	responses	to	the	events	seem	to	have	

taken	a	dynamic	 trajectory	 since	2012.	At	 the	 start	of	 the	popular	uprisings	 in	

the	country,	the	three	shouyoukh	al-aql,	the	highest	Druze	religious	authorities,	

denounced	the	protests	and	urged	the	Druze	not	to	 join	them.	This	was	mainly	

because	they	wanted	the	Druze	to	remain	removed	from	a	potentially	dangerous	

situation	 and	 it	 should	 be	 understood	 as	 a	 pacifist	 and	 protective	 move.	

However,	as	the	situation	in	Syria	escalated	into	a	civil	war	and	tensions	began	to	

rise	in	Suwayda,	their	position	veered	in	different	directions,	though	not	much	is	

known	 of	 the	 exact	 nature	 of	 their	 stances,	 let	 alone	 their	 motives.	With	 that	

being	 said,	 one	 of	 the	 Sheykhs	 al-Aql,	 Ahman	 al-Hajari,	 died	 in	 a	 car	 crash	 in	

2012	and	was	replaced	by	his	nephew,	Hikmat.	His	position	was	directed	more	

towards	 the	 regime	 as	 opposed	 to	 his	 predecesor,	 which	 sparked	 a	 lot	 of	

controversy	 and	 suspicion	 among	 pro-opposition	 members,	 who	 quickly	

assumed	 regime’s	 involvement 130 .	 Hussein	 Jarbua,	 another	 Sheikh	 al-Aql,	

“maintained	 room	 for	manoeuvre”	 regarding	 his	 support	 for	 the	 opposition	 or	

the	regime,	while	Hammud	al-Hinnawi	remained	neutral.		

Several	mid-level	Druze	clerics	expressed	outright	support	of	the	regime	

by	 advocating	 that	 young	 Druze	 males	 conscript	 to	 the	 regime’s	 army	 and	

denounced	completely	pro-opposition	activitites.	Other,	however,	seem	to	have	

entered	 into	a	 conflict	with	 the	 regime	 themselves.	For	 instance,	during	a	 rally	

organized	 as	 a	 part	 of	 a	 political	 campaign	 for	 the	 upcoming	 presidential	

elections,	 a	 campaing	 featured	 a	 woman	 dressed	 in	 traditional	 Druze	 clothing	

holding	 a	 picture	 of	 Bashar	 al-Assad.	 This	 enraged	 several	 Druze	 sheikhs	who	

regarded	this	as	highly	disrespectful	and	“assaulted	the	gathering,	wrecked	the	
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tent	and	audio	equipment	and	escorted	 the	woman	away”.131	One	of	 the	sheiks	

was	arrested	following	the	assault,	which	prompted	the	Druze	clerics	to	demand	

the	 removal	 of	 head	 of	 the	 Military	 Intelligence	 Directorate’s	 branch	 in	

Suwayda.132	While	 these	 protests	 clearly	 stem	 from	 what	 the	 Druze	 clerics	

perceived	as	a	violation	of	their	tradition	and	honor,	and	does	not	imply	the	type	

of	 discontent	with	 the	 regime	 as	 seen	 in	 other	parts	 of	 the	 country,	 this	 event	

portrays	 the	 complicated	 relationship	between	what	was	by	many	Syrians	and	

media	outlets	understood	as	Assad-supporting	religious	clergy	and	the	regime. 

While	 the	 sheikhs	 diverged	 on	 some	 issues	 regarding	 the	 Druze	 stance	

towards	 the	 ongoing	 uprising,	 they	 all	 seem	 to	 have	 welcome	 Druze	 army	

defectors	 back	 to	 Suwayda	 and	 did	 not	 denounce	 them.	 Defections	 from	 the	

Syrian	Armed	Forces	were	slowly	becoming	a	recurrent	issue	among	the	Druze	

of	 Suwayda.	 In	 majority	 of	 cases,	 however,	 these	 were	 not	 politically	 or	

ideologically	 motivated	 desertions	 but	 rather	 stemmed	 from	 the	 Druze	

reluctancy	to	leave	Suwayda	to	fight	a	war	they	did	not	want	to	be	a	part	of.133	

Even	those	Druze	from	the	minority	which	supported	the	regime	explained	how	

they	 felt	 about	 them	 or	 members	 of	 their	 family	 taking	 part	 in	 the	 fight:	 “I	

support	the	regime	and	swear	by	the	life	of	Bashar	Al-Assad,	but	my	children	are	

the	most	precious	thing	in	my	life.	I	do	not	want	to	see	everything	I	worked	for	in	

my	 life	 fall	 apart,	 so	 I	 encouraged	 them	 to	 leave” 134 ,	 one	 Druze	 mother	

mentioned.	 This	 Druze	 unwillingness	 to	 serve	 and	 their	 frequent	 desertions	

would	later	come	back	as	a	point	of	contention	with	the	regime	but	would	result	

in	 an	 unprecedented	 and	 surprising	way;	 a	 bargain	 struck	 between	 the	 Druze	

and	the	regime.	
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3.2.4. Suwayda’s	Druze	Arm	Themselves	

As	 Syria	 slowly	 descended	 into	 a	 full-blown	 insurgency	 and	 both	 the	

regime	and	opposition	began	to	arm	themselves,	 tensions	 in	Suwayda	began	to	

rise	as	well.	The	hitherto	largely	quiet	and	passive	region	started	to	arm	itself	too	

and	organized	into	small	independent	militias.	This	was	brought	about	by	a	strife	

between	 Suwayda’s	 Druze	 and	 certain	 factions	 of	 Sunni	 opposition	 from	

neighboring	 regions,	which	 resulted	 in	a	 series	of	mutual	kidnappings,	 threats,	

and	 violent	 altercations.	 While	 this	 prompted	 some	 Syrians	 and	 the	 foreign	

media	too	to	believe	that	the	stance	of	the	Druze	began	to	sway	in	the	direction	

of	 the	 regime	 because	 the	 Druze	 often	 fought	 Sunni	 opposition,	 this	 was	 an	

innacurate	 reading	 of	 their	 responses.	 The	 Druzes’	 aim	was	 that	 of	 protecting	

their	 territory	 and	 people,	 which	 –	 especially	 with	 the	 rise	 of	 Islamist	 group	

Jabhat	 al-Nusra	–	became	 their	primary	 concern	which	 they	 sought	 to	 fulfill	 in	

whichever	way	possible.		

Tensions	 began	 to	 rise	 between	 the	 Druze	 and	 certain	 opposition	 and	

rebel	 factions.	These	constituted	mainly	of	mutual	 insults	and	 threats	 in	media	

outlests,	 resulting	 into	 a	 series	 of	 kidnappings.	 For	 instance,	 in	 May	 2012,	 an	

entire	bus	of	mainly	Druze	heading	 to	Dara’a	 for	work	was	abducted	by	Sunni	

opposition,	 which	 prompted	 the	 Druze	 to	 retaliate	 and	 kidnap	 tens	 of	 Sunnis	

from	 Dara’a	 several	 days	 later.	 	 This	 event	 sparked	 major	 security	 concerns	

about	 the	 community	 and	 so	 they	 established	 checkpoints	 on	 the	 region’s	

borders.	 In	 December	 that	 year,	 Jabhat	 al-Nusrah	 (JAN)	 carried	 out	 a	military	

operation	against	one	of	these	checkpoints,	and	on	their	way	back	was	attacked	

by	 armed	 Druze.	 Following	 an	 altercation,	 a	 couple	 of	 members	 of	 JAN	 were	

killed	and	their	bodies	were	taken.	In	retaliation,	JAN	later	kidnapped	17	Druze	

members	 and	 “refused	 to	 release	 them	 until	 the	 bodies	 of	 their	 two	members	

were	returned”.135	JAN	then	abducted	several	other	Druze	members,	including	a	

member	 of	 a	 prominent	 Druze	 family	 al-Basha,	 and	 demanded	 the	 release	 of	

several	 of	 their	 prisoners.	 A	 video	 circulated	 Suwayds,	 showing	 the	 hostages	
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“begging	the	Druze	religious	and	secular	leaders“136	to	meet	the	demands	of	their	

abductors.	 This	 case	was	 not	 resolved	 until	 2015	when	 it	 turned	 out	 that	 the	

hostages	were	bought	by	JAN	and	executed.137		

It	 was	 not	 just	 the	 threat	 of	 the	 opposition	 and	 Islamist	 rebels	 that	

concerned	the	Druze.	Several	 incidents	promted	the	community	to	suspect	that	

they	were	being	targetted	by	the	regime	too.	For	instance,	an	exiled	Syrian	Druze	

dissident	dissapeared	in	the	summer	of	2011	under	murky	circumstances	when	

visiting	 his	 relatives	 in	 Lebanon.	 Two	 Druze	 political	 activists	 and	 regime	

opponents	both	died	in	separate	car	crashes,	only	some	time	after	being	released	

from	jail.	Most	notably	perhaps,	one	of	the	three	highest	Druze	spiritual	leaders	

Shuyoukh	al-Aql	Ahmad	al-Hajari,	who	had	started	opposing	the	regime,	died	in	a	

car	crash	near	Suwayda	 in	March	2012.	Many	Druze	and	“pro-opposition	news	

outlets	were	quick	to	accuse	the	regime	of	involvment”.138	This	assumption	may	

not	have	indeed	been	far	off	as	he	was	quickly	replaced	by	his	nephew,	Hikmat	

al-Hajari,	who	adopted	a	more	pro-regime	attitude.	These	events	may	have	been	

a	manner	through	which	the	regime	sought	to	control	Suwayda,	a	region	that	did	

not	unitedly	stand	behind	Assad,	as	he	may	have	had	expected.	

In	 face	 of	 the	 multitude	 of	 threats	 and	 attacks	 from	 all	 sides	 of	 the	

political	and	military	spectrum,	the	Druze	began	to	arm	themselves	and	organize	

into	small	militias	starting	in	late	2011	all	the	way	to	2015.	The	sole	purpose	of	

these	militias	was	to	defend	the	Druze	property	and	people,	as	stated	on	multiple	

occasions	 and	 on	 multuple	 platforms	 by	 Jaysh	 al-Muwahhideen	 (Army	 of	 the	

Unitarians) 139 .	 Another	 militia,	 Katiba	 al-Muwahhideen	 (Battalion	 of	 the	

Unitarians)	stated	that	they	are	not	concerned	with	“attacking	the	terrorists140,	

but	 [fight]	 [in	 the]	defense	of	 land	and	honour”,141	emphasizing	 their	defensive	

strategy.		
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Interestingly,	 these	 militias	 would	 always	 bear	 their	 own	 flags	 and	

emblems,	 often	 featuring	 their	 logo	 and	 a	 symbol	 specific	 to	 the	 place	 and	

circumstances	of	their	establishment.	Virtually	every	one	of	these	armed	groups	

or	militias	–	regardless	of	their	political	alliance	–would	feature	the	Druze	flag	on	

their	 logos,	 emblems	 or	 on	 their	 attire.	 This	 five-colored	 flag	would	 always	 be	

worn	 on	 display,	 alluding	 to	 their	 sense	 of	 cultural	 and	 religious	 pride,	

unquestionably	 putting	 forth	 the	 idea	 that	 the	 Druze	 identity	 of	 these	militias	

was	of	their	utmost	importance.142	(see	figure	2)	

One	of	the	more	notable	militias	was	a	one	led	by	a	Druze	officer	First	Lt.	

Khaldun	Zeineddine,	who	had	deserted	the	Syrian	Armed	Forces	in	August	2011	

and	 formed	 Katiba	 Sultan	 Pasha	 al-Atrash,	 commemorating	 a	 famous	 Druze	

leader	who	had	 led	a	 rebellion	against	 the	French	Mandate	 in	1925	during	 the	

Great	Syrian	Revolt.	This	battalion	was	also	an	exception	 to	 the	 largely	neutral	

Druze	militias,	as	it	openly	supported	the	opposition	and	frequently	aligned	with	

Free	 Syrian	Army	and	other	 opposition	 factions	 in	Dara’a.	However,	 the	 group	

did	 not	 manage	 to	 recruit	 many	 Druze.	 Citing	 the	 threat	 of	 the	 Islamists	 and	

being	 largely	 rejected	 by	 many	 other	 rebel	 groups,	 the	 militia	 eventually	

disbanded	and	its	members	fled	to	Jordan.143	

Another	significant	militia,	and	perhaps	the	most	famous	one,	was	led	by	

Sheikh	Abu	Fahad	Waheen	al-Bal’ous,	who	alongside	propagating	the	creation	of	

a	Druze	autonomous	region	in	2015	also	established	the	Rijal	al-Karama	(Men	of	

Dignity)	 brigade	 in	 2012.	 His	 militia	 was	 most	 notably	 involved	 in	 a	 military	

campain	 alongside	 the	 regime	 when	 JAN	 led	 an	 offensive	 to	 seize	 al-Thaala	

military	airport	near	Suwayda	in	2015.	This,	along	with	the	fact	that	the	brigade	

is	 reported	 to	 have	 received	 financial	 aid	 from	 the	 regime	 to	 participate	 in	

several	of	its	military	campaings	in	the	South,	prompted	many	Syrians	and	media	
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outlets	 to	believe	 that	Rijal	al-Karama	 stood	behind	 the	regime.	 In	 fact,	 several	

other	Druze	militias	were	accused	of	the	same.144	

This	was,	 however,	 a	 rather	 superficial	 and	 inaccurate	 interpretation	 of	

their	 real	 objective.	 Standing	 between	 Islamist	 extremists	 such	 as	 JAN,	 the	

generally	adverse	Sunni	opposition,	and	the	previously	hostile	Syrian	regime,	the	

Druze	were	 being	pushed	between	 a	 stone	 and	 a	 hard	place.	 Facing	 animosity	

and	aggression	from	various	sides	of	the	conflict,	the	vast	majority	of	Druze	and	

its	military	 groups	 sought	 to	protect	 their	 citizens	 and	property	by	 any	means	

possible.	Consequently,	when	the	regime	offered	the	Druze	financial	support	 in	

exchange	 for	 fighting	 against	 certain	 rebel	 factions,	 who	 had	 previously	 been	

hostile	 to	 the	 Druze,	 it	 was	 a	 win-win	 situation.	 It	 was	 also	 a	 form	 of	 a	

compromise	between	 the	 two	parties,	 as	 this	way	 the	 regime	de	 facto	 allowed	

the	Druze	a	special	 status	concerning	mandatory	conscription	 to	Syrian	Armed	

Forces	after	defections	were	progressively	more	frequent	among	the	community,	

as	 mentioned	 earlier. 145 	This	 exception	 would	 allow	 the	 Druze	 to	 stay	 in	

Suwayda,	 protecting	 their	 territory,	 and	 at	 times	 fighting	 off	 an	 enemy	 shared	

with	 the	 regime,	 and	 the	 regime	had	 someone	protecting	 their	 southern	 flank.	

The	 political	 neutrality	 and	 only	 utilitarian	 nature	 of	 cooperating	 with	 the	

regime	is	further	supported	by	Sheikh	al-Bal’ous’	words	himself	in	a	post	on	the	

brigade’s	official	page:	“our	arms	are	not	directed	internally	but	rather	at	anyone	

who	attacks	us	and	the	land	of	the	Mountain146,	and	our	disagreement	with	the	

corrupt	one	in	the	homeland	is	general,	not	with	a	particular	side”.147	

The	dynamic	among	the	Druze	of	Suwayda	continued	in	a	similar	vein	for	

years	to	come.	Defensive	and	neutral	militas	continued	operating	in	the	region,	

occasionally	cooperating	with	the	regime	in	a	quid	pro	quo	manner,	while	some	

Druze	militias	were	explicit	 in	 their	 support	of	 the	 regime.	The	majority	of	 the	
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Druze	 tried	 to	stay	away	 from	the	conflict,	 fearing	aggression	 from	the	regime,	

opposition,	and	the	Islamist	rebel	groups.		

3.2.5. Iran,	Russia	&	ISIS	

With	the	involvement	of	Iran	and	Russia	in	the	war	since	2015,	Suwayda	

became	exposed	to	foreign	influence	as	it	had	never	been	before.	Druze	military	

operations	in	Suwayda	became	heavily	sponsored	by	the	two	parties	but	also	an	

increasing	 pressure	 was	 being	 put	 on	 them	 to	 forfeit	 their	 exceptional	 status	

regarding	 army	 conscription	 and	 to	 get	 involved	 in	 the	 regime	 military	

operations	 across	 the	 country	 as	 part	 of	 the	 Syrian	 Armed	 Forces	 (SAF).	 The	

introduction	of	foreign	powers	into	the	mix	caused	the	Druze	militias	to	undergo	

organizational	 and	 often	 political	 changes,	 and	 their	 alliances	with	 the	 regime	

somewhat	shifted.	The	fate	of	the	Druze	became	heavily	affected	by	ISIS’	violent	

crimes	 against	 the	minority,	 and	by	 the	presence	of	 armed	gangs	which	began	

operating	in	the	region.	Ultimately,	the	regime’s	strategy	of	increasing	sectarian	

tensions	in	the	South	and	of	manipulating	the	population	via	a	third	party	turned	

against	 itself	 and	 resulted	 in	 widespread	 demonstrations	 of	 the	 Druze	 of	

Suwayda,	who	 have	 till	 these	 days	 been	 demanding	 economic	 reforms	 and	 for	

justice	for	crimes	committed	against	them.		

As	Iran	became	involved	in	the	Syrain	war	on	the	side	of	the	government,	

it	 began	 heavily	 funding	 several	 Druze	 armed	 militias	 and	 security	 cells	 in	

Suwayda	 in	 2014	 through	 Hezbollah,	 who	 had	 established	 military	 bases	 in	

southern	Syria.	More	than	half	of	Druze	militias	are	said	to	have	been	armed	by	

this	group	in	2019,	which	demonstrates	its	massive	influence	over	the	region.148	

Additionally,	 al-Lababidi	 finds	 through	 his	 personal	 interviews	 with	 local	

researchers	 and	 Druze	 fighters,	 that	 Hezbollah	 has	 “monopolised	 the	 heavy	

weapon	 market” 149 	and	 has	 established	 large	 drug	 market	 with	 elaborate	

trafficking	routes	in	the	region,	which	heavily	rely	on	Druze	and	Beduine	work	in	

its	 operations.	With	 Iran’s	 political	 and	 financial	 influence,	 Hezbollah	 has	 thus	
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made	a	heavy	mark	on	 the	 region’s	 economy,	 virtually	becoming	 the	 strongest	

force	and	a	regime	extension	in	the	South.150		

Russia’s	 influence	 in	 the	 region	 took	 a	 different	 route.	 It	 first	 “took	

interest	[in	the	region]	in	internally	displayed	persons”	(IDPs)	in	2016.	However,	

the	humanitarian	aid	did	not	come	without	an	agenda;	in	April	2017,	“Russians	

held	their	first	public	meeting	in	Suwayda	on	the	Druze	absconders	from	military	

service”,	aiming	 for	 the	Druze	 to	serve	 in	 the	Fifth	Corps	of	 (SAF)	and	 in	other		

regions	of	 the	country	as	well.	This	proposition	did	not	go	well	with	 the	Druze	

militias,	who	turned	the	offer	down	and	called	Russia	an	“occupying	force”151.			

Both	parties	temporarily	suspended	their	agendas	in	the	region	following	

an	up-to-date	most	violent	attack	against	the	Druze	in	Syria;	on	July	25,	2018	ISIS	

committed	 a	 series	 of	 suicide	 and	 gun	 attacks	 in	 Suwayda,	 killing	 over	 250,	

injuring	 180,	 and	 kidnapping	 several	Druze152.	 The	 attackers	were	 suppressed	

virtually	only	by	civilians	and	local	Druze	militia	groups,	while	SAF	arrived	two	

days	 later 153 .	 Druze	 religious	 clerics	 and	 Russia’s	 local	 military	 officers	

attempted	 to	 negotiate	 the	 transfer	 of	 those	 kidnapped	 in	 exchange	 for	 ISIS	

prisoners,	 but	 many	 of	 these	 efforts	 ended	 in	 vain	 and	 with	 death	 of	 the	

abducted.	 This	 was	 indeed	 a	 horric	 incident	 for	 the	 Druze	 community	 and	 it	

dramatically	 changed	 the	 dynamic	 between	 the	 Druze	 and	 the	 foreign	 powers	

and	the	regime.		

These	 foreign	 influences	 have	 had	 a	 profound	 effect	 on	 the	 power	

dynamic	 in	 Suwayda	 due	 to	 the	 parties’	 different	 and	 at	 times	 conflicting	

agendas.	 As	 al-Lababidi	 argues,	 Iran	 has	 “pushed	 for	 a	military	 subjugation	 of	

Suwayda”154	in	order	 to	create	a	base	 for	 its	drug	and	arms	 trafficking,	and	 for	

easy	 access	 to	 potential	 military	 confrontations	 with	 neighboring	 Israel,	 and	

grappled	for	Druze	presence	in	the	region,	who	could	operate	said	drug	and	arm	
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trade.155	Russia,	on	the	other	hand,	has	pushed	for	enrolling	the	Druze	in	the	SAF	

outside	of	Suwayda.	During	this	tactical	schism	–	or	perhaps	because	of	it	–	small	

organized	armed	gangs	began	operating	 in	 grey	 areas	of	 the	 region’s	 economy	

and	 security	 left	 unchecked	 by	 the	 regime,	 restoring	 to	 kidnappings	 and	

demanding	 ransom,	 proliferations	 of	 arms,	 and	 drug	 trafficking.	 These	 gangs	

managed	 to	 plunge	 Suwayda	 into	 a	 constant	 state	 of	 uncertainty	 and	 chaos,	

exploiting	the	people’s	fear	and	fatigue	from	the	on-going	conflict,	inciting	more	

sectarian	division	 in	 the	South,	but	also	dividing	 the	already	 fragmented	Druze	

community.	The	chaos	in	the	region	and	fear	for	one’s	safety	and	security	pushed	

the	 Druze	 to	 form	 increasingly	 tighter	 and	more	 isolated	 groupings	 of	 people	

along	family	and	tribe	lines.	

The	regime	itself,	i.e.	police	or	patrol	forces,	has	been	surprisingly	passive	

in	the	region,	increasingly	benefitting	from	this	chaos	and	indirectly	encouraging	

it.	 The	 disorganization	 and	 chaos	 gives	 it	 a	 chance	 at	 a	 divide	 and	 conquer	

strategy	 through	 behind	 the	 scenes	 machinery	 with	 foreign	 actors,	 while	

outwardly	 portraying	 itself	 as	 a	 stable	 alternative	 to	 this	 disorder.	 Moreover,	

when	 ISIS	 attacked	 Suwayda	 city	 and	 its	 neighboring	 villages	 in	 July	 2018,	

opening	 fire	 on	 its	 inhabitants,	 deploying	 suicide	 bombers,	 and	 detonating	

several	car	bombs	in	the	region,	killing	hundreds	and	injuring	many	more	Druze,	

the	regime	arrived	in	Suwayda	only	days	after	the	attacks.	Many	Druze	accused	

the	regime	of	purposefully	allowing	these	attacks	to	happen	to	help	reestablish	

its	 status	 of	 minority	 protector	 and	 to	 remind	 the	 Druze	 of	 the	 perilous	

alternative	 to	 the	 current	 Syrian	 regime.	 Moreover,	 it	 used	 this	 incident	 to	

increase	its	military	and	security	presence	in	the	region.156	

This	 strategy,	 however,	 did	 work	 all	 too	 well	 and	 it	 appears	 that	 the	

regime’s	 indirect	pressure	on	 the	Druze	resulted	 in	 tipping	 the	balance	off	and	

achieving	the	exact	opposite.	The	Druze	became	angry	with	the	regime,	claiming	

it	 should	have	already	put	 stop	 to	 the	 illicit	 and	violent	activities	of	 the	armed	

gangs	 in	 the	 region,	 especially	 with	 their	 increased	 military	 presence	 in	 the	

region.	The	Druze	also	hold	the	regime	accountable	 for	 the	ISIS	attack	as	 it	did	
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not	 intervene	 on	 time,	 which	 could	 have	 prevented	 hundreds	 of	 dead.157	As	 a	

result,	 Suwayda	 broke	 into	 a	 series	 of	 increasingly	more	 frequent	 and	 intense	

anti-regime	protests,	demaning	 justice	 for	 crimes	committed	against	 the	Druze	

people	of	the	South.	

As	 a	 result	 of	 the	 overhwhelming	 chaos,	 violence,	 and	 grey	 economy	 in	

the		region,	the	socio-economic	situation	of	Suwayda	has	deteriorated	to	such	an	

extent,	 that	 the	 region	has	 seen	many	of	 its	Druze	 confronting	 the	 regime	 and	

resorting	to	demontrations.	In	the	beginning	of	2022,	Suwayda’s	Druze	protested	

on	multiple	occasions,	demanding	better	services	and	living	conditions,	holding	

up	slogans	“we	want	to	live	in	dignity”,	reminiscing	those	slogans	of	early	2010s	

carried	by	Sunni	protestors	across	Syria.158	Most	recently,	series	of	protests	have	

broken	out	in	Suwayda	city	following	the	regime’s	decision	to	“cancel	bread	and	

fuel	subsidies	for	many	families”159	in	the	region.	Protest	against	the	regime	are	

taking	place	in	Suwayda	as	this	dissertation	is	being	written.	

***	

Suwayda’s	Druze’s	responses	to	the	Syrian	uprisings	and	war	went	from	

neutral	 and	 passive,	 through	 fragmentation	 of	 Druze	 attitudes	 to	 their	

environment,	 to	 large	 and	 visible	 discontent	 with	 the	 Syrian	 regime.	 This	

transformation	 was	 brought	 about	 by	 the	 increase	 of	 safety	 and	 security	

concerns	 in	 the	 region,	mainly	 caused	 by	 the	 presence	 of	 violent	 armed	 gangs	

and	Islamists	such	as	ISIS	and	JAN,	and	by	the	power	struggle	between	various	

sides	of	the	conflict,	such	as	the	regime	itself,	the	Iranian	and	Russian	forces,	and	

the	 ISIS,	 and	 lastly	 by	 the	 regime’s	 changing	 attitudes	 towards	 the	 Druze	 in	

Suwayda,	 namely	 those	 determining	 its	 apparent	 disinterest	 in	 the	 region	 and	

austerity.		

Following	countless	violent	attacks	on	the	Druze	–	be	that	on	the	part	of	

armed	gangs,	radical	Sunni	opposition,	or	Islamis	groups	–	many	Druze	felt	that	
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they	were	 left	 to	 fend	 for	 themselves	 regarding	 their	 safety	and	 security.	They	

demanded	that	the	regime	takes	accountability	for	its	absence	in	many	of	these	

attacks,	 which	 the	 Druze	 were	 not	 given.	 Similarly,	 the	 Druze	 began	 to	 see	

through	 the	 regime’s	 tactics	 of	 instigating	 power	 struggle	 and	 chaos	 in	 the	

region,	arguably	hoping	 it	would	emerge	 in	 the	Druze	community’s	eyes	as	 the	

only	 viable	 authority	 to	 back	 up.	 As	 mentioned	 earlier,	 this	 strategy	 turned	

against	 the	 regime	 and	 it	 only	 aliented	 the	 Druze	 further.	 Seeing	 this	

transformation	 of	 what	 the	 regime	 regarded	 as	 a	 hitherto	 loyal	 minority,	 it	

turned	its	back	on	Suwayda	completely.	It	remains	to	be	seen	how	the	situation	

develops	in	the	future.	

	

3.3. Damascus:	Sectarian	Tensions	and	Isolated	Groupings	

There	 are	 around	 250.000	 Druze	 in	 Syrian	 capital	 of	 Damascus,	 whose	

majority	live	in	its	southern	neighborhood	of	Jaramana.	It	is	a	predominanty	Druze	

and	 Christian	 suburb	 on	 the	 southeastern	 outskirts	 of	 the	 city,	 and	 is	 a	 rather	

cosmopolitan	 part	 of	 the	 city.160	In	 years	 prior	 to	 the	 Syrian	 uprising	 Jaramana	

strated	 attracting	 many	 young	 artists,	 students	 and	 celebrities	 because	 of	 its	

increasingly	modern	and	liberal	atmosphere,	booming	with	cafés,	restaurant,	and	

nightclubs.	 Due	 to	 its	 population	 variety	 and	 its	 all-accepting	 character,	 it	 also	

attracted	many	 refugees	 from	 the	 region	 prior	 to	 the	 war,	 especially	 Iraqis	 and	

Palestinians.	 As	 a	 result,	 the	 area	 became	 a	 multiethnic	 and	 multireligious	

neighborhood	with	an	overwhelming	Druze	and	Christian	majority.161			

Being	 the	capital	of	Syria	and	 the	center	of	political	and	military	power,	

Damascus	became	of	 the	 center	of	 attention	 in	2011.	 Its	political	 and	 strategic	

significance	gave	it	a	distinctive	role	in	the	Syrian	uprisings	and	the	civil	war,	and	

it	reflected	immensely	on	its	population.	In	case	of	the	Druze	in	particular	we	can	

notice	 ideological	and	political	 split	within	 the	community,	and	vastly	different	
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responses	to	the	events	in	Syria.		The	Druze	fate	was	mainly	marked	by	sectarian	

violence,	 by	 formation	 of	 defensive	 armed	 groups	 and	 political	 organizations,	

and	by	 the	community’s	major	 role	 in	defense	of	 the	capital.	However,	 I	 argue,	

the	 Druze	 alignment	 with	 the	 regime	 for	 the	 purpose	 of	 defending	 Damascus	

from	opposition	armies	should	not	be	understood	purely	and	only	as	a	support	

of	the	regime.	Rather,	similarly	like	in	Suwayda,	the	Druze	formed	these	alliances	

in	 a	 strategic	 way,	 main	 aim	 of	 which	 was	 the	 protection	 and	 safety	 of	 the	

community.		

3.3.1. The	Druze	Split	

The	initial	responses	of	the	Damascene	Druze	to	the	rapidly	intensifying	

wave	 of	 popular	 uprisings	 in	 the	 country	 were	 various	 and	 demontrated	 the	

capital’s	Druze	political	and	ideological	diversity.	One	faction	of	the	city’s	Druze	

reflected	the	rather	intellectual	and	liberal	makeup	of	the	local	middle	and	upper	

class,	who	 associated	with	 the	 ongoing	 anti-regime	demonstrations	 and	 joined	

them.	Their	demands	did	not	reflect	in	any	way	a	distinctly	“Druze”	identity.	For	

instance,	 while	 in	 Suwayda	 several	 Druze	 protesters	 demaned	 the	 release	 of	

Druze	prisoners,	or	 the	religious	clergy	objected	 to	what	 they	perceived	as	 the	

Syrian	 regime’s	 inappropriate	 and	 disrespectful	 use	 of	 Druze	 religious	 and	

cultural	imagery,	the	protesters	in	Damascus	demanded	political	reforms,	social	

justice,	 and	 karama	 –	 dignity	 –	 much	 like	 their	 Sunni	 counterparts.	 Such	

responses,	 Kastrinou	 argues,	 were	 not	 brought	 about	 spontaneously	 or	 as	 a	

reaction	to	the	political	and	social	unrests	 in	the	country	(as	was	the	case	with	

Suwayda’s	 Druze	 who	 first	 mobilized	 in	 response	 to	 the	 regime’s	 brutal	

repression	 of	 people	 in	 Daraa),	 but	 was	 rather	 a	 reflection	 of	 pre-existing	

political	identities.162	

As	 such,	 in	 2011	 Druze	 regime	 opponents	 joined	 demonstrations,	

organized	or	 joined	already	existing	political	movements	and	civil	 society	 fora,	

organized	 public	 protests	 on	 their	 own	 accord,	 participated	 in	 public	 dialogue	
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with	political	 parties	 and	movements	 from	all	 over	 the	political	 spectrum,	 and	

importantly,	kept	open	and	working	links	with	civil	and	political	groups	in	other	

parts	of	 the	country.	These	Druze	activitsts	and	regime-opponent	comprised	of	

both	young,	enthusiastic,	and	active	university	students,	and	of	older	generation	

intelligentsia	 “more	 ideologically	 cohesive	 around	 liberal	 or	 social	

democracy”163,	 all	 of	whom	concurred	on	 the	need	 for	political	 and	 ideological	

plurality,	 for	 economic	 betterment,	 for	 the	 end	 of	 corruption	 in	 political	

institutions,	and	for	social	equality.	All	in	all,	a	large	part	of	the	Damascene	Druze	

mobilized	not	in	support	of	the	uprisings	or	to	express	their	sympathy	with	those	

repressed	by	the	regime,	but	rather	as	an	 inherent	part	of	 the	opposition,	with	

remarkably	similar	socio-economic	and	political	grievances	not	specific	of	their	

Druze	religion	or	ethnicity.		

Secondly,	there	was	a	visible	support	of	the	regime	among	the	Damascene	

Druze.	 “For	 every	mutathahara	 (anti-regime	 demonstration),	 there	was	 also	 a	

masira	 (pro-regime	 march)”164.	 Its	 participants	 included	 mainly	 Ba’ath	 Party	

members	or	government	 low-level	officials165.	Furthermore,	 it	appears	 that	 the	

pro-regime	Syrian	Social	Nationalist	Party	had	large	influence	in	Jaramana	which	

only	increased	during	the	years	of	the	war.166	Unfortunately,	there	are	not	nearly	

as	many	reports	available	on	 the	extent	of	 these	regime	supporters	and	on	 the	

true	nature	of	their	support,	as	there	are	on	the	regime	opponents.		

Lastly,	just	like	in	other	parts	of	the	country,	there	appears	to	have	been	a	

largely	 tacit	and	passive	 fraction	of	 the	Druze	who	did	not	 tak	part	 in	either	of	

these	 responses.	 Sources	mention	 this	 faction	 of	 Damascene	Druze	 frequently,	

yet	unfortunately	give	no	detail	regarding	whether	this	inaction	was	indicative	of	

their	tacit	support	of	the	Syrian	regime	of	simply	their	disinterest	in	the	ongoing	

events.	 Also	 important	 to	 notice	 is	 that	 despite	 the	 different	 reactions	we	 saw	

among	 the	Damascene	Druze,	 there	does	not	 seem	 to	have	been	a	major	 clash	
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within	the	sect	as	there	was	in	Suwayda,	where	Druze	of	the	different	ideological	

and	 political	 outlooks	 and	 responses	 would	 verbally	 insult	 one	 another.	 It	

appears	that	these	faction	simply	existed	in	different	social	bubbles,	so	to	speak,	

and	did	not	interact.167		

3.3.2. Jaramana:	from	Neutral	Ground	to	Sectarian	Violence	

As	the	popular	uprisings	in	Syria	turned	into	a	full-on	insurgency	and	the	

regime	responded	by	arming	against	the	protesters,	many	Syrians	started	fleeing	

areas	of	armed	clashes	and	bombings.	Jaramana,	with	its	history	of	housing	war	

refugees	 and	with	 already	 existing	 humanitarian	 infrastructure	 (including	 that	

or	the	Red	Crescent	and	the	UN),	became	an	instant	and	natural	safe	haven	for	

refugees.	Despite	the	fact	that	Jaramana’s	Druze	(and	Christians	for	that	matter)	

responded	 in	 various	 and	 often	 conflicting	 ways,	 the	 neighborhood	 was	 a	

relatively	 peaceful	 and	 secure	 place,	 in	 terms	 of	 personal	 safety.	Moreover,	 its	

multiethnic	 and	multireligious	 composition	naturally	 attracted	 refugees	 due	 to	

its	neutral	and	all-accepting	reputation.	Once	again	then,	the	Druze	responded	in	

accordance	 with	 solidarity	 and	 hospitality	 patterns,	 we	 could	 note	 in	 both	

Suwayda	and	Idlib,	and	“mobilized	to	create	ad-hoc	associations	for	the	help	and	

relief	of	the	newcomers”168,	collecting	food	and	clothing	for	the	refugees.		

However,	 the	changing	demographics	of	 the	neighborhood	brought	with	

it	tensions	between	the	hosts	and	the	newcomers.	Anecdotal	evidence	speaks	of	

mutual	 insults	 on	 the	 basis	 of	 religious	 and	 cultural	 stereotypes	 resulting	 in	

increasing	hostility	between	the	people.	For	instance,	several	Sunni	newcomers	

complained	 about	 Jaramana’s	 nightclubs	 and	 restaurants,	 deeming	 them	

unethical,	 and	 subsequently	 their	 Druze	 owners	 were	 called	 infidels	 and	

apostates.	 Another	 example	 describes	 a	 Druze	 bus	 driver	 offering	 a	 Sunni	

refugee	woman	a	room	for	rent	for	a	much	higher	price	than	was	the	norm.	After	

she	had	pointed	out	that	she	was	a	refugee	who	could	not	afford	such	prices,	and	

insinuated	 that	 he	 was	 trying	 to	 rip	 her	 off,	 a	 verbal	 altercation	 took	 place	

between	the	two.	 In	other	words,	 it	was	both	the	Sunni	refugees	exploiting	the	
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host’s	 hospitality,	 and	 the	Druze	 exploting	 the	displacement	 of	 the	 Sunnis	 that	

started	 to	 shape	 the	 social	 interactions	 in	 Jaramana.	 This	 is	 perhaps	 best	

understood	not	as	an	 inherent	malice	between	these	two	peoples	but	rather	as	

an	 unfortunate	 yet	 common	 result	 of	war,	where	 everybody	 strives	 to	 survive	

and	live,	and	seeks	the	means	to	do	so	in	any	way	they	can.169			

These	 tensions	 took	 on	 a	 violent	 character	 in	 late	 2012.	 As	 the	 regime	

became	 preoccupied	with	 the	war,	 it	 diverted	 its	 attention	 away	 from	 certain	

parts	of	the	country	and	Damascus,	especially	those	that	had	a	hitherto	peaceful	

reputation,	such	as	Jaramana.	Criminal	armed	gangs	and	smugglers	took	up	the	

space	 left	 behind	 the	 regime,	 and	 both	 these	 gangs	 and	 the	 radical	 opposition	

resorted	 to	 the	 use	 of	 violence	 as	 a	 way	 to	 extort	 either	 financial	 or	 political	

outcomes;	 kidnappings	 for	 ransom	 between	 the	 Druze	 and	 radicalized	 Sunni	

opposition	 happened,	 shoot-outs	 took	 place,	 and	 car	 bombs	 exploded	 in	 the	

neighborhood	killing	tens	of	people	in	one	instance.170	These	events	culminated	

in	2013	in	a	public	torture	and	killing	of	a	young	Sunni	man	by	several	Druze	as	

an	 act	 of	 “retaliation	 for	 a	 murder	 of	 a	 Druze	 man	 at	 a	 checkpoint”.	 While	

kidnappings	and	murders	were	not	unique	at	 this	point	 in	 time,	 this	particular	

event,	Kastrinou	explains,	was	majorly	different	in	that	it	was	a	public	event.	Up	

until	 this	 point,	 these	 events	 stayed	 between	 the	 families	 of	 the	 abducted,	 but	

with	 its	performative	nature,	 this	 killing	became	a	collective	murder.	 It	 divided	

Jaramana’s	 population	 and	 enclosed	 the	 Sunni	 and	 Druze	 communities	 into	

separate	 groups,	 dragging	 them	 into	 an	 openly	 violent	 sectarian	 conflict.171	

Ethnic	 and	 religious	 violence	 is,	 regretably,	 a	 common	 result	 of	 war,	 as	

Appadurai	 argues,	 and	 in	 recent	 political	 systems	 often	 results	 in	 groups’	

alignment	along	sectarian	lines172.	In	other	words,	sectarianism	in	Jaramana	was	

the	consequence	of	the	conflict,	not	the	cause	of	it.	
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	Indeed,	 the	 increasing	sectarian	nature	and	tension	of	 Jaramana’s	social	

composition	 was	 heavily	 influenced	 by	 the	 Druzes’	 fear	 of	 radicalised	 Sunni	

Islamists	–	 in	many	cases	 justified	–	who	consider	the	Druze	to	be	heretics	and	

infidels.	 These	 sentiments	 were	 further	 encouraged	 and	 proliferated	 by	 the	

regime	who	portrayed	itself	as	a	protector	of	religious	minorities	and	the	Sunni	

opposition	 as	 a	whole	 as	 Islamist	 fundamentalists.173	This	was	 a	 good	 strategy	

indeed,	as	being	a	regime-supporter	in	a	Sunni	majority	population	who	opposes	

the	regime	often	resulted	in	tensions	or	full-on	violence,	as	demonstrated	above.	

This	notion	of	 the	 threat	 of	 the	 Islamists	was	 sadly	 reinforced	on	many	

occasions	where	 Islamist	 groups	 such	 as	 Jabhat	 al-Nusra	 or	 ISIS	 attacked	 and	

killed	many	Druze	 in	the	country,	most	notably	 in	2015	in	Idlib	and	 in	2018	in	

Suwayda.	This	persuaded	many	Damascene	Druze	to	cling	 to	 the	regime’s	side,	

while	 others	 remained	 cautious	 and	 neutral.	174	In	 the	 end	 then,	 the	 sectarian	

split	of	Damascus	only	grew	and	intensified	as	the	war	progressed.	

3.3.3. Druze	Militias	and	the	Defense	of	Damascus	

As	 the	 Druze	 community	 found	 itself	 progressively	 more	 under	 attack	

either	from	its	radicalized	Sunni	neighbors,	or	the	armed	gangs,	its	preservation	

became	of	utmost	 importance.	The	Druze	of	mainly	 Jaramana	began	organizing	

into	 small	 groups	 and	 associations	 so	 as	 to	 keep	 the	 community	 out	 of	 harm.	

Initially,	these	were	loosely	organized	neighborhood	watches,	but	they	gradually	

armed	 themselves,	 policed	 the	 neighborhood,	 and	 some	 of	 them	 evolved	 into	

systematized	militias,	 just	 like	 in	 Suwayda.	 The	 creation	 of	 these	militias	 was	

further	 enabled	by	 the	high	number	of	 army	defections	 among	 the	Damascene	

Druze,	who	–	arguably	–	out	of	fear	of	and/or	sheer	desire	to	stay	away	from	the	

conflict	 either	 personally	 participated	 in	 these	 militias,	 or	 they	 emigrated	 to	

Suwayda	where	they	had	families	and	participated	in	armed	militias	there.		
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Druze	 army	 defections	 were	 in	 fact	 so	 common	 that	 the	 regime	 began	

increasing	pressure	on	the	community	and	its	religious	clergy	to	stop	this	from	

happening.	 The	 regime	 and	 the	 Druze	 did,	 however,	 reach	 a	 compromise;	 the	

Damascene	Druze	would	not	have	to	enlist	unless	they	stayed	in	the	capital	and	

took	part	in	military	defense	of	the	city	as	part	of	their	own	militias.	This	was	a	

very	similar	arrangement	to	that	between	the	regime	and	the	Druze	in	Suwayda,	

and	 just	 like	 in	the	South,	 the	Druze	 in	 Jaramana	were	financially	compensated	

and	armed	by	the	regime	 in	exchange	 for	 their	military	services.	Consequently,	

these	militias	became	increasingly	absorbed	into	National	Defense	Forces	(NDF),	

a	 pro-government	 militia	 largely	 comprised	 of	 volunteers	 (who	 were	 then	

trained	accordingly)	and	conceived	as	a	reserve	component	of	the	SAF.175		

For	 this	 reason,	 the	 Druze	 started	 to	 be	 perceived	 as	 supporters	 of	 the	

regime	 by	 the	 overwhelmingly	 Sunni	 opposition	 and	 foreign	media	 alike.	 This	

was,	however,	an	innacurate	assumption.	Indeed,	there	were	Druze	–	and	Druze	

militias	 –	who	were	 openly	 pro-regime.	However,	 to	 assume	 that	 this	was	 the	

case	 for	 all	 of	 them	 because	 of	 their	 military	 alignment	 with	 the	 regime	 is	 a	

fallacy.	While	we	do	not	have	 the	exact	numbers,	many	Druze	cooperated	with	

the	 regime	 on	 a	 strictly	 strategic	 and	 self-protective	 basis.	 This	 was	

progressively	more	and	more	necessary	for	them	because	in	mid-2012	Jaramana	

found	itself	on	the	crossfire	between	regime	forces	in	central	Damascus	and	the	

FSA	coming	in	from	the	countryside,	unavoidably	passing	through	Jaramana	first.	

Driven	 into	 a	 corner,	many	Druze	decided	 to	 join	 the	 regime	 in	 the	defense	of	

Damascus	 not	 because	 of	 their	 political	 or	 ideological	 beliefs,	 but	 because	 the	

FSA	 offensive	 on	 the	 capital	 was	 also	 an	 offensive	 on	 Jaramana,	 the	 Druze	

territory.	 “Historically,	Druze	communities	are	 fiercly	attached	 to	 their	 land”176	

as	it	is	their	way	of	exercising	autonomy	as	a	minority	group.	An	attack	on	their	

land	is	therefore	an	attack	on	them	both	as	people	and	a	distinct	ethno-religious	

community	as	well.	I	therefore	argue,	that	the	motives	behind	Druze	cooperation	

with	the	NDF	should	therefore	be	understood	as	multifactorial;	some	Druze	were	
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motivated	by	their	genuine	support	of	the	regime,	some	acted	on	purely	strategic	

and	defensive	basis.		

Unfortunately,	 there	 are	 virtually	 no	 resources	 documenting	 the	

Damascene	 Druze	 after	 2016.	 We	 can,	 however,	 assume	 with	 great	 deal	 of	

certainty,	 that	 sectarian	 violence	 continued	 dominating	 the	 social	 dynamics	 of	

the	 city.	 Since	 this	 mutiethnic	 and	 multicultural	 neighborhood	 has	 already	

experienced	a	great	deal	of	well	documented	sectarian	violence,	we	can	deduce	

that	 reports	 after	 2016	 documenting	many	more	 car	 bombs,	 kidnappings,	 and	

killings	in	Jaramana	also	happened	between	different	sects	and	groups.	We	can	

also	assume	that	the	Druze	continued	to	a	certain	point	their	military	activities	

defending	their	territory	and	Damascus,	most	likely	aligning	with	regime	forces	

as	 was	 documented	 before.	 Additionally,	 personal	 correspondence	 with	 local	

responded	suggests	that	there	are	no	active	Druze	militias	today	–	pro	regime	or	

of	 any	other	 type	 –	 as	 there	 is	 simply	no	need	 for	 them	anymore.177	With	 that	

being	 said,	 we	 do	 not	 know	 the	 details	 of	 the	 Druze	 faring	 and	 so	 we	 cannot	

conclude	on	a	definitive	note.		

***	

While	 we	 see	 the	 Druze	 community	 divided	 in	 their	 responses	 to	 the	

Syrian	 war	 in	 other	 parts	 of	 the	 country	 too,	 nowhere	 is	 this	 division	 more	

visible	than	in	Damascus.	This	 is	due	to	the	various	demographics	of	the	Druze	

community	 in	 the	 city,	 encompassing	 younger	 and	 older	 generations,	

intellectuals	 and	 students,	 religious	 clergy	 and	 more	 secular	 and	 liberal	

individuals,	 people	 politically	 active	 and	 those	 who	 stay	 away	 from	 political	

issues.	 This	 resulted	 in	 vastly	 different	 responses	 ranging	 anywhere	 from	

political	 activism	 and	 participation	 in	 opposition	 movements,	 to	 stauch	 and	

military	support	of	the	current	Syrian	regime.	In	other	words,	the	evidence	tells	

us	that	the	Druze	community	of	Damascus	is	not	a	homogeneous	unit	but	rather	

a	 group	 with	 shared	 religious,	 ethnic,	 and	 cultural	 values,	 whose	 members	

responded	 either	 in	 line	with	 their	 pre-existing	 political	 identities	 or	 in	 a	way	

which	they	deemed	would	guarantee	their	safety,	or	both.	On	the	other	hand,	the	
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evidence	also	shows	us	the	sectarian	effect	the	Syrian	war	has	had	on	Syria	and	

how	it	has	divided	the	population	in	Damascus	and	caused	its	separate	sectarian	

communities	 to	 form	 a	 tighter	 bond	 within	 its	 members.	 In	 other	 words,	

evidence	shows	us	that	the	Druze	were	divided	in	their	ideologies	and	activities,	

and	also	formed	closed-off	and	isolated	cliques	within	the	sect.		

3.4. Mt	Hermon:	Druze	amongst	Military	Campaigns	

Mount	 Hermon,	 also	 known	 as	 Jabal	 al-Shaykh	 or	 Jabal	 al-Harmoun	 in	

Arabic,	 is	 a	mountainous	 region	 located	 at	 a	 juncture	 of	 Syria,	 Lebanon,	 Israeli-

occupied	Golan	Heights	and	the	UN	buffer	zone	between	Syria	and	Israel.	The	area	

runs	across	Syrian	governorate	of	Quneitra	and	Damascus.	Because	of	its	location	

the	 area	 has	 for	 decades	 been	 a	 contentious	 issue	 for	 the	 surrounding	 nations	

concerning	the	water	supply,	as	well	as	what	 Israel	considers	a	point	of	strategic	

early	 warning	 system,	 deeming	 the	 area	 extremely	 significant	 for	 the	 country’s	

security.	For	this	reason,	Israel	captured	part	of	Mt	Hermon	from	Syria	during	the	

1967	 Six-Day	War	and	has	maintained	military	 control	 over	 the	 area	 ever	 since,	

and	legal	control	since	1981.	As	a	result,	the	Druze	communities	living	in	the	area	

of	Mt	Hermon	have	been	separated	by	the	creation	of	these	new	borders.	However,	

having	 a	 strong	 intracommunal	 feeling,	 these	 communities	 have	 kept	 close	 ties	

nonetheless.	The	Druze	 living	on	 the	Syrian	 side	of	Mt	Hermon	–	who	will	be	 the	

focus	 of	 the	 following	 section	 –	 live	 predominately	 in	 small	 villages	 in	 the	

mountains	or	at	its	foothills,	and	constitute	of	roughly	30.000	people178.		

The	 strategic	 proximity	 of	 Mt	 Hermon	 to	 Israel	 and	 Lebanon,	 and	

Damascus,	 Dara’a	 and	 Suwayda	 in	 Syria,	 turned	 this	 area	 into	 a	 hotbed	 of	

military	 presence	 very	 soon	 after	 unrests	 in	 Syria	 had	 begun	 in	 2011.	 And	

indeed,	 the	 fate	 of	 local	 Druze	 people	 has	 been	 heavily	 marked	 by	 military	

clashes	 in	 the	 region	 between	 state	 forces,	 the	 rebels,	 and	 radical	 Islamist	

groups.	Similarly	to	Suwayda,	the	Druze	organized	into	small	armed	factions	and	

participated	 in	 armed	 clashes	on	 the	 side	of	 the	 regime	and	on	 the	 side	of	 the	

opposition;	however,	 sources	suggest	 that	 the	majority	of	 local	Druze	stood	on	

the	side	of	the	regime.	These	military	activities	seem	to	dominate	the	responses	
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of	the	Mt	Hermon	Druze	to	the	Syrian	crisis	and	most	sources	speak	exclusively	

about	 them.	 It	 appears	 that	 the	 biggest	 motivation	 for	 their	 involvement	 in	

military	operations	on	either	side	of	the	war	was	a	concern	for	their	safety	and	

self-preservation,	much	like	in	other	part	of	Syria.	With	that	being	said,	there	is	

very	little	information	available	on	the	Druze	of	this	region,	and	no	bullet-proof	

conclusions	can	be	made.		

3.4.1. Pro-Regime	Militias	instead	of	Protests	

There	 are	 no	 reports	 on	 whether	 or	 not	 the	 Druze	 of	 Mt	 Hermon	

participated	in	anti-regime	demonstrations	in	2011.	It	is	possible,	however,	that	

initially	 there	 were	 no	 social	 or	 political	 unrests	 vis-à-vis	 the	 Syrian	 protests,	

unlike	 what	 we	 saw	 in	 Suwayda	 or	 Damascus,	 as	 the	 Druze	 in	 this	 area	 are	

scattered	 across	 several	 small	 villages,	 lacking	 strategic	 points	 for	 large	 social	

gatherings	 necessary	 for	 demonstrations.	 Additionally,	 possible	 anti-regime	

demonstrations	 might	 have	 been	 impossible	 or	 risky	 at	 the	 very	 least	 due	 to	

large	presence	of	government	troops	in	the	area	who	have	been	monitoring	the	

Golan	 Heights	 since	 1967.179	As	 for	 their	 passive	 political	 support	 of	 the	 anti-

regime	protests	or	opposition	 to	 them,	chances	are	 that	 the	Druze	were	rather	

supportive	 of	 the	 regime	 or	 at	 the	 very	 least	 opposed	 its	 downfall,	 judging	 by	

their	 future	militias’	 overwhelming	 alignment	with	 the	 regime.	 Because	 of	 the	

lack	of	resources,	these	conclusions	are,	however,	only	speculations.		

In	 late	 2012,	 the	 Druze	 of	 Mt	 Hermon	 started	 to	 arm	 themselves	 and	

organize	 into	 small	 military	 factions.	 This	 was	 a	 response	 to	 the	 growing	

presence	of	radical	Islamists	in	the	South,	namely	Jabhat	al-Nusra	(JAN)	and	later	

ISIS.	Radical	Sunni	doctrine,	by	which	these	groups	operate,	considers	religious	

minorities	 such	 as	 the	 Druze	 to	 be	 heretics,	 and	 calls	 for	 their	 extermination,	

citing	works	of	medieval	religious	scholars	such	as	Ibn	Taymiyya180.	While	killing	

of	 the	Druze	was	not	 JAN’s	primary	 concern,	 their	 rhetoric	describing	 them	as	

infidels	and	apostates,	and	the	Druze	long	history	of	religious	discrimination	in	a	
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Sunni	 environment,	 the	Druze	opted	 for	ways	of	protecting	 their	 communities.	

The	notion	of	the	need	for	self-defense	was	later	reinforced	several	times	during	

violent	attacks	on	Syria’s	Druze	by	the	Islamist	groups,	most	notably	in	2015	in	

Idlib	and	in	2018	in	Suwayda,	when	JAN	and	ISIS	massacred	and	kidnapped	tens	

of	Druze	members.		

The	main	reason	why	JAN	organized	these	attacks	on	Druze	villages	was	

to	 establish	 control	 over	 a	 stripe-like	 territory	 in	 the	 UN	 buffer	 zone	 area,	

through	which	 it	would	have	a	 strategic	point	of	 entry	 to	Damascus.	By	 spring	

2013,	 JAN	succeded	in	seizing	an	area	of	roughly	58km	in	 length	from	south	of	

Quneitra	 to	 Jubatha	 al-Khashab,	 and	 a	 separate	piece	of	 land	 further	up	north,	

specifically	 the	 village	 of	 Beit	 Jinn.	 (see	 figure	 no.	 1)	 Furthermore,	 data	 shows	

that	JAN	along	with	other	local	Islamist	factions	continued	its	military	operations	

in	 the	 area	 well	 into	 2017	 and	 tried	 to	 seize	 several	 other	 Druze	 villages	 to	

establish	a	continuous	stripe	of	 land	under	 its	control.	 It	succeeded	in	doing	so	

only	partly,	which	divided	the	Druze	villages	into	parts	under	rebel	and	Islamist	

control,	and	parts	under	regime	control.181	(figure	no.	1)	

The	 threat	 from	 these	 Islamist	 groups	was	 greater	 still	 considering	 the	

fact	that,	according	to	a	local	correspondent	al-Tamimi,	the	majority	of	the	local	

Druze	 took	 up	 arms	 on	 the	 side	 of	 the	 regime182.	 There	 are	 not,	 however,	 any	

mentions	of	pro-regime	militias	created	earlier	than	2017.	While	there	may	have	

not	 been	 any	 indeed,	 or	 the	 Druze	 might	 have	 fought	 directly	 in	 SAF	 instead	

(which	some	of	them	did),	this	gap	could	also	be	explained	differently;	in	2017,	

the	regime	forces	recaptured	the	majority	of	previously	rebel-held	and	Islamist-

held	 territory	 in	 southwestern	 part	 of	 the	 country,	 including	 that	 of	 Druze	

villages	of	Mt	Hermon.	It	is	therefore	possible	that	Druze	pro-regime	sentiments	

and	pro-regime	armed	groups	had	been	existing	in	the	area	before	but	could	only	

become	visible	and	vocal	after	the	regime	take-over	in	2017.		

One	of	these	pro-regime	militias	created	in	an	area	already	recaptured	by	

the	 regime,	 Saraya	al-Tawheed	(The	Unity	 Brigades),	was	 created	 in	 late	 2016	
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with	considerable	support	of	the	Lebanese	Druze	politician	Wi’am	Wahhab,	who	

has	urged	the	Syrian	Druze	to	stand	with	the	regime	during	the	Syrian	war.	This	

was	yet	another	 instance	of	Lebanese	military	 influence	 in	 the	war,	as	was	 the	

case	with	 for	example	Suwayda’s	Druze	militia	Ammar	bin	Yasir	Battalion,	who	

had	clear	links	to	Wahhab’s	political	party	Hizb	al-Tawheed	al-Arabi	(Arab	Unity	

Party).	 It	 is	 also	 a	 stark	 contrast	 to	 another	 Lebanese	 Druze’s	 involvement	 in	

Syria,	 that	 of	 Walid	 Jumblatt,	 who	 unlike	 Wahhab	 urged	 to	 Druze	 to	 join	 the	

Syrian	opposition	and	fight	Assad’s	regime.183		

Saraya	 al-Tawheed	 was	 especially	 interesting	 given	 the	 controversy	

surrounding	 its	 establishment.	 It	 made	 its	 first	 public	 appearance	 in	 the	

Lebanese	 town	 al-Jahiliya	 (Wahhab’s	 hometown),	where	 it	 organized	 a	 parade	

and	 a	 festival,	 attended	 by	 several	 Lebanese	 and	 Syrian	 notables	 and	 Druze	

religious	clergy	as	well.	One	of	the	attendees	was	“Mahmoud	Qamity,	a	member	

of	the	political	office	of	Hezbollah,	which	is	an	ally	of	the	Arab	Unity	Party”.	There	

he	 made	 a	 speech	 declaring	 that	 Saraya	 al-Tawheed	 defends	 Syria	 from	 “the	

conspiracy,	 the	 Western-American	 project,	 the	 takfiri	 enemy	 and	 the	 Israeli	

enemy”184.	He	then	appealed	to	the	Druze	of	Mt	Hermon	to	join	regime.		

The	 importance	of	 this	 is	 three-fold.	 Firtsly,	 it	marks	 a	 clear	 connection	

between	Mt	 Hermon’s	 Druze	 and	Hezbollah,	who	 has	 been	 a	 supporter	 of	 the	

Syrian	 regime	 officially	 since	 2013.	 Secondly,	 it	 is	 interesting	 to	 note	 that	

Wahhab’s	opponent	in	the	matter	of	the	Syrian	war	and	on	the	Lebanese	political	

scene	 as	 well,	 Walid	 Jumblatt,	 has	 maintained	 a	 relationship	 with	 Hezbollah,	

despite	 the	 group’s	 involvement	 in	 the	 Syrian	 war	 on	 the	 side	 of	 the	 regime.	

Therefore,	Hezbollah’s	funding	of	Saraya	al-Tawheed	presented	a	potential	break	

up	of	 this	already	 fragile	dynamic185.	 Lastly,	 Jumblatt’s	 appeals	 to	 the	Druze	 to	

join	 the	 opposition,	 and	 Wahhab’s	 to	 join	 the	 regime	 and	 his	 deployment	 of	

Saraya	al-Tawheed	and	Druze	recruitement	in	Mt	Hermon,	theoretically	pits	the	

Syrian	Druze	against	each.	Until	this	day,	however,	there	have	not	been	cases	in	
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which	the	Syrian	Druze	would	fight	among	themselves.	It	appears	that	possible	

ideological	 and	 political	 differences	 is	where	 the	Druze	 draw	 the	 line,	 as	 their	

strong	 sense	 of	 tribal	 adherence	 and	 their	 religious	 and	 cultural	 priciple	 of	

protecting	one	 another	 –	hifz	al-ikhwan	–	prevents	 them	 from	actually	 fighting	

one	another.	Hezbollah’s	“Druze	Trojan	Horse”,	as	this	battalion	was	nicknamed,	

appears	to	not	have	been	successful.186	Furthermore,	no	information	is	available	

on	the	militia’s	activities	nowadays.		

Despite	the	overwhelming	Druze	military	participation	on	the	side	of	the	

regime,	 there	 were	 Druze	 members	 and	 militias	 who	 were	 demonstrably	

opposed	to	 the	regime.	Such	was	the	case	with	Katiba	Ahrar	Hadr	 (Battalion	of	

the	Free	Men	of	Hadr),	referring	to	a	village	in	the	Qunaitra	region	by	the	name.	

It	 was	 openly	 anti-regime	 and	 it	 affiliated	with	 the	 FSA	multiple	 times	 during	

military	 operations	 in	 the	 area.	 It	 was	 formed	 in	 2013	 by	 those	 Druze	 who	

opposed	mandatory	military	conscriptions	to	the	SAF,	and	who	also	opposed	the	

local	Druze	pro-regime	militias.187	Data	suggests,	however,	 that	 this	batallion	 is	

rather	an	exception	to	the	largely	pro-regime	militias	and	Druze	political	outlook	

in	 this	 region,	 and	 should	 not	 be	 understood	 as	 a	 proof	 of	 a	 sharp	 ideological	

split	in	the	local	community.		

3.4.2. Druze	Responses	vis-à-vis	Islamist	Presense	in	the	Region	

The	Druze	in	Mt	Hermon	were	not	strictly	isolated	from	other	parts	of	the	

country.	 Afterall,	 Quneitra,	 Damascus	 and	 Suwayda	 are	 all	 neighboring	

governorates	and	large-scale	military	operations	took	place	in	all	three	of	these	

areas,	mainly	focused	on	preventing	Druze	villages	from	being	seized	by	Islamist	

groups	 gaining	 strength	 and	 territory	 in	 the	 country.	 Therefore,	 there	 was	 a	

certain	level	of	mobility	of	Druze	militias	across	these	three	governorates,	mainly	

between	 Suwayda	 and	 the	 villages	 of	Mt	 Hermon.	 For	 example,	we	 know	 that	

Rijal	al-Karama,	a	Druze	milita	formed	in	Suwayda,	operated	close	to	the	Golan	

Heights	 multiple	 times,	 most	 notably	 perhaps	 in	 2016,	 during	 the	 defense	 of	
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Hadr	village	from	JAN.	Similarly,	Suwayda’s	Ammar	bin	Yasir	Battalion	operated	

in	Quneitra	provice	as	well,	defending	fellow	Druzes’	territories.188	

Several	 Druze	 villages	 in	 Mt	 Hermon	 did	 not	 withstand	 the	 military	

offensives	 of	 Islamist	 groups.	 Unfortunately,	 we	 do	 not	 know	 a	 lot	 about	 how	

they	 fared	 under	 the	 newly	 imposed	 authority.	 There	 do	 not	 seem	 to	 be	 any	

cases	of	attacks	on	the	Druze	as	was	the	case	in	Idlib	and	Suwayda	in	2015	and	

2018	 respectively,	 excluding	 initial	 fighting	 during	 capturing	 of	 the	 Druze	

villages.	 Likewise,	 it	 does	not	 appear	 that	 the	Druze	were	 forced	 to	 convert	 to	

Sunni	Islam	or	had	to	abide	by	a	Sunni	doctrine.	There	are	no	reports	of	how	the	

Druze	fared	in	regards	to	the	Islamists	controlling	their	territory,	whether	they	

resorted	to	the	use	of	their	protective	dissimulation	practice	(taqiyya)	or	tried	to	

resist	the	new	authorities	in	any	way,	but	there	are	reports	of	a	number	of	Druze	

members	 fleeing	 their	 village	 after	 JAN	 seized	 it.	 We	 also	 know	 that	 Druze	

citizens	 did	 not	 always	 flee	 their	 homes,	 as	 we	 have	 reports	 explaining	 that	

schools	 in	several	Druze	villages	were	not	shut	 following	a	rebel	 takeover,	and	

the	children’s	education	was	not	compromised	as	was	again	the	case	in	northern	

Syria.	Similarly,	there	have	not	been	major	humanitarian	crises	in	the	area,	nor	

have	there	been	electricity	or	water	cut-offs.189	This	should	not,	however,	come	

as	a	surprise,	as	the	Syrian	government	has	been	supporting	Syrian	minorities	on	

the	side	of	the	regime	to	maintain	their	allegiance	and	to	further	make	the	point	

that	 they	 are	 better	 off	 making	 an	 alliance	 with	 the	 incumbent.	 While	 these	

pieces	of	information	do	not	provide	a	consistent	and	cohesive	review	of	Druze	

resposes	vis-à-vis	 the	capture	of	 their	 territory	by	 rebels	and	 Islamists,	 it	does	

provide	 a	 certain	 glimps	 into	 the	Druze	 reactions	 and	 gives	 us	 an	 idea	 of	 how	

different	the	Druze	lives	were	under	JAN	in	Mt	Hermon	to	those	in	Idlib.		

In	2017,	the	Syrian	regime	launched	a	military	operation	with	the	aim	of	

regaining	 the	 territory	 it	 had	 lost	 to	 the	 opposition	 and	 the	 Islamists	 in	

southwestern	Syria,	including	that	of	the	Druze	territory	in	the	Mt	Hermon	area.	

Fighting	erupted	on	several	fronts,	where	the	regime	fought	rebels	and	Islamists	
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in	 order	 to	 regain	 previously	 lost	 territory,	 and	 where	 Islamist	 group	 Hay’at	

Tahrir	 al-Sham,	 formerly	 known	 as	 Jabhat	 al-Nusra,	 continued	 their	 efforts	 of	

seizing	Druze	villages	of	Hadr	and	Beit	Jinn	to	connect	them	to	the	piece	of	land	

already	 under	 their	 control.	 Many	 Druze	 civilians	 fled	 the	 fighting	 zones	 to	

neighboring	 Druze	 villages	 already	 under	 the	 government	 control,	 and	 Druze	

armed	militias	mobilized	 in	the	defense	of	Hadr	and	Beit	 Jinn,	 including	that	of	

Suwayda’s	battalion	Rijal	al-Karama.	Besides	highlighting	the	military	operations	

the	 Druze	 took	 part	 in,	 these	 events	 also	 demonstrate	 a	 clear	 example	 of	 a	

politically	unaffiated	and	neutral	Druze	militia	 such	as	Rijal	al-Karama	 fighting	

alongside	government	forces	against	a	common	enemy	at	the	time.190		

The	 village	 of	 Hadr,	 which	 had	 been	 attacked	 by	 JAN	 several	 times	

previously,	withstood	the	offensive	 in	2017	and	cemented	 its	status	of	a	Druze	

and	regime	stronghold.	Beit	Jinn,	on	the	other	hand,	fell	into	the	hands	of	Tahrir	

al-Sham,	 creating	 an	 Islamist-held	 pocket	 in	 the	 region,	 susceptible	 to	 regime	

attacks.	Reports	detailing	the	following	events	describe	the	regime	enclosing	on	

the	 village	 and	 offering	 the	 rebels	 a	 reconciliation	agreement	 between	 the	 two	

parties;	this	refers	to	“an	arrangement	that	brings	areas	back	under	government	

control	 without	 full-scale	 military	 operations”191 .	 Provided	 that	 the	 rebels	

surrendered,	 the	regime	would	not	detain	 the	rebels	and	would	grant	 them	an	

amnesty.	This	agreement	had	already	been	struck	between	rebels	and	the	regime	

in	other	Druze	villages	in	this	region.	The	Tahrir	al-Sham,	who	had	control	over	

Beit	Jinn,	however,	did	not	accept	these	conditions.192	

3.4.3. Israeli	Involvement	in	the	Region	

Reports	 also	 point	 to	 Israeli	 involvement	 in	 the	 recapture	 of	 Beit	 Jinn,	

specifically	that	of	its	seemingly	double	play.	There	have	been	speculations	that	

Israel	has	on	the	one	hand	been	militarily	supporting	a	Syrian	rebel	group	Fursan	

al-Jawlan	 (Knights	 of	 the	 Golan)	 in	 the	 Quneitra	 province,	 which	 has	 been	
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original:	Reconciliation	in	Syria:	The	case	of	Beit	Jann,	accessed	on	April	24,	2022	
https://www.aymennjawad.org/21217/reconciliacion-en-siria-el-caso-de-beit-jann	
191	Al-Tamimi,	A.	J.	2017,	The	Situation	in	the	Mt	Hermon	area:	Interview	with	the	Hermon	
Regiment,	accessed	on	April	23,	2022	
192	Ibid.	
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fighting	off	an	Islamist	rebel	group	Jaysh	Khalid	bin	al-Walid	(The	Army	of	Khalid	

bin	 al-Walid,	 JKW).	 Israel	 has	 apparently	 done	 so	 in	 order	 to	 ward	 off	 the	

Islamists	 from	 its	 borders	 and	maintain	 a	 clear	 “buffer	 zone”	 in	 the	 area.	 This	

could	be	further	supported	by	the	fact,	 that	JKW	had	clear	 links	to	Iran.	Should	

the	territory	of	Mt	Hermon	fall	into	their	hands,	Iran	could	establish	a	stronghold	

in	 the	 mountains	 throught	 this	 proxy,	 posing	 a	 considerable	 threat	 to	 Israel’s	

hold	of	neighboring	Golan	Heights.193		

Yet	 on	 the	 other	 hand,	 Israel	 demonstrably	 provided	 humanitarian	 and	

medical	help	to	Beit	Jinn	–	that	is	both	the	Druze	and	the	Islamists	occupying	it	–	

through	 the	 only	 remaining	passage	during	 the	 regime’s	 seige	 of	 the	 village	 in	

2017.	 It	 arguably	 did	 so	 to	 prevent	 the	 reconciliation	 agreement	 from	

implementation,	because	it	would	provide	the	village	with	resources	it	no	longer	

had,	making	it	 less	likely	that	it	would	agree	to	the	arrangement	as	it	would	no	

longer	be	its	last	option	for	survival.	Essentially	aiding	the	Tahrir	al-Sham	in	this	

particular	case	would	prevent	the	Syrian	regime	from	recapturing	this	territory	

and	would	consequently	lessen	the	chance	of	Iranian	proxies	establishing	a	base	

in	the	region	–	as	it	has	done	in	Suwayda	–	again	threatening	Israel’s	security	and	

its	hold	of	Golan	Heights.194		

Aside	 from	trying	 to	maintain	a	 fragile	power	equilibrium	 in	 the	region,	

Israel’s	interference	in	southwestern	Syria	may	also	be	understood	as	a	response	

to	growing	pressure	of	Israeli	Druze	on	Knesset	–	the	Israeli	government	–	to	aid	

Syrian	Druze	vis-à-vis	the	violent	attacks	and	massacres	the	sect	has	endured	by	

radical	 Islamists	 in	 Syria195.	 As	 demonstrated	 previously,	 the	 Druze	 identity	

transgresses	 state	 borders	 and	 allows	 –	 perhaps	 even	 dictates	 –	 strong	

intracommunal	feelings	and	protection	of	one	another.	

Additionally,	 it	 could	 also	well	 be	 that	 Israel	 has	 been	 trying	 to	 benefit	

from	the	chaos	of	the	war	with	its	many	competing	parties	by	“befriending”	one	

																																																								

193	Al-Tamimi,	A.	J.	2018,	Beit	Jann:	Myths	and	Reality,	accessed	on	April	24,	2022	
https://www.aymennjawad.org/20704/beit-jann-myths-and-reality	
194	Ibid.		
195	The	Times	of	Israel,	2017.	In	rare	step,	Israel	says	it	will	help	Syrian	Druze	village	fend	off	
jihadists,	accessed	on	April	24,	2022	https://www.timesofisrael.com/in-rare-step-israel-says-it-
will-help-syrian-druze-village-fend-off-jihadists/	
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of	them;	if	it	portrays	itself	as	supportive	of	the	Syrian	Druze	by	way	of	providing	

to	them	humanitarian	and	medical	aid,	it	could	in	turn	strengthen	the	country’s	

claim	 on	 the	 disputed	 Golan	 Heights	 where	 Druze	 are	 the	 overwhelming	

majority.	 Should	 the	 Syrian	 war	 lead	 to	 a	 shift	 of	 powers	 in	 the	 Southwest,	

“Israel's	hold	on	the	Golan	Heights	will	more	likely	be	recognized,	particularly	if	

the	 native	 Syrian	 Druze	 population	 that	 remained	 comes	 to	 accept	 Israeli	

citizenship	on	a	larger	scale196”.	Consequently,	Israel	might	well	be	responding	to	

calls	 for	 help	 from	 its	 indigenous	 Druze	 population	 while	 simultaneously	

establishing	grounds	for	legitimization	of	its	claim	on	Golan	Heights	in	the	eyes	

of	the	Syrian	Druze.		

Whether	 this	 has	 had	 the	 desired	 influence	 on	 the	 Syrian	 Druze	 is	 not	

known	 to	 us.	We	 know	 that	 several	Druze	militias	 in	 the	 area	 accepted	 Israeli	

medical,	 humanitarian	 help,	 and	 financial	 help,	 but	 we	 also	 know	 of	 Druze	

militias	 who	 outright	 rejected	 help	 of	 any	 kind	 from	 “the	 Zionist	 entity”.	

Regadless,	 Israel’s	 involvement	 in	 the	 South	 is	 important	 anyway,	 because	 it	

greatly	contributed	to	the	power	dynamic	and	humanitarian	relief	in	the	South,	

namely	that	of	the	Druze	of	Hadr	and	Beit	Jinn.		

As	 for	pro-regime	militias	created	by	 the	Druze	 in	Mt	Hermon,	personal	

correspondence	with	a	 local	 researcher	confirmed	 that	 following	 the	recapture	

of	the	territory	by	the	Syrian	forces,	all	the	militas	have	been	disbanded	as	there	

was	no	longer	need	for	armed	defense.197	

***	

The	 Druze	 of	 Mt	 Hermon	 were	 affected	 by	 the	 Syrian	 civil	 war	 mainly	

through	 the	 presence	 of	 Islamists	 and	 rebel	 factions	 and	 by	 extensive	military	

operations	in	the	region.	The	community	responded	in	remarkably	unison	ways	

with	 minimal	 deflection	 from	 the	 trajectory	 of	 forming	 armed	 groups	 and	

militias,	 protecting	 the	Druze	 territory	 from	rebel	or	 Islamist	 forces,	 and	more	

often	 than	 not	 aligning	with	 regime	 forces	 during	military	 operations.	We	 can	

also	 gather	 from	 sources	 that	 some	 Druze	were	motivated	 in	 their	 actions	 by	

																																																								

196	Al-Tamimi,	A.	J.	2017,	Israel’s	Relations	with	the	Syrian	rebels:	an	assessment,	accessed	on	
April	24,	2022		https://www.aymennjawad.org/20017/israel-relations-with-the-syrian-rebels	
197	A.	J.	Al-Tamimi,	personal	communication,	April	30,	2022	
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their	 political	 support	 of	 the	 incumbent,	 while	 others	 acted	 on	 defensive	 and	

protective	strategy	basis	only.	Lastly,	the	Druze	were	very	much	affected	by	the	

power	 struggle	 between	 different	 actors	 in	 the	 region,	 mainly	 that	 of	 Israel,	

which	 often	 resulted	 in	 different	 and	 conflicting	 outcomes,	 such	 as	 when	 the	

Druze	were	being	aided	during	 their	 struggle	when	 Islamist	 and	 rebel	 factions	

seized	 their	 lands	 and	 properties,	 yet	 also	witnessed	 Israel	 supporting	 a	 rebel	

faction	doing	the	same	thing.		
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Conclusion	
This	chapter	concludes	this	dissertation	and	summarises	the	key	findings	

in	relation	to	the	research	questions	it	posed	in	the	introduction.	It	also	discusses	

those	 findings	and	 their	 value	and	 contribution	 to	 the	existing	 research	 in	 this	

area	 of	 study.	 It	 first	 reminds	 the	 reader	 of	 the	 research	 aims	 and	 the	

methodology	 I	used	 to	 conduct	 the	 research.	 It	 then	summarizes	 findings	 from	

the	previous	chapter	and	illustrates	patterns	and	their	divergence	that	emerged	

from	the	research,	and	analyses	and	discusses	them	within	and	across	the	 four	

regions	 on	 the	 study.	 The	 end	 of	 this	 chapter	 points	 to	 the	 limitations	 of	 this	

study,	suggesting	opportunities	for	potential	future	research.		

This	 dissertation	 was	 conducted	 in	 order	 to	 answer	 three	 research	

question	concerning	the	Druze	faring	during	the	Syrian	civil	war.	

1. How	did	the	Syrian	Druze	community	react	during	the	popular	uprisings	of	

2011	and	the	subsequent	civil	war?		

2. What	are	the	motives	behind	these	reactions?		

3. What	do	these	reactions	tell	us	about	the	Druze	position	towards	Bashar	al-

Assad’s	regime?		

The	 research	 sought	 to	 answer	 these	 questions	 by	 looking	 at	 Syrian,	

regional,	and	international	media	sources	documenting	the	uprisings	and	war	in	

Syria,	 by	 using	 personal	 interviews	 conducted	 with	 Syrian	 Druze,	 and	 by	

consulting	an	already	existing	literature	on	the	topic.	The	research	was	divided	

into	 four	 geographic	 regions	 in	 Syria	 where	 the	 Druze	 reside,	 namely	 that	 of	

villages	 in	 Idlib,	 the	Governorate	of	 Suwayda,	 the	 capital	 of	Damascus,	 and	 the	

area	 of	 Mt	 Hermon,	 working	 with	 the	 hypothesis	 that	 the	 idiosyncratic	

geopolitical	 and	 socioeconomic	 characteristics	 and	 circumstances	of	 these	 four	

environments	would	 render	 a	 variety	 of	 responses	with	 different	motivations.	

The	 dissertation	 also	 sought	 to	 debunk	 two	 common	 misconceptions	 often	

spread	by	the	media	and	academia	too,	that	religious	minorities	in	Syria	such	as	

the	 Druze	 have	 been	 staunch	 supporters	 of	 the	 current	 regime	 of	 Bashar	 al-

Assad,	and	 that	 such	small	 and	secretive	community	of	 the	Druze	would	act	 in	

unison.	
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***	

	

The	empirical	record	revealed	various	responses	across	the	four	regions	

of	the	study,	thus	confirming	my	hypothesis.	These	fragmented	responses	arose	

due	 to	 both	 external	 factors	 (e.g.	 military	 presence	 in	 the	 regions)	 or	 due	 to	

internal	factors	(e.g.	innate	sense	of	strong	solidarity),	both	of	which	resulted	in	

different	 reactions	 motivated	 by	 different	 factors.	 Furthermore,	 the	 data	 also	

revealed	 different	 responses	within	 each	 of	 these	 four	 regions.	 For	 instance,	 a	

single	neighborhood	in	Damascus	observed	the	Druze	participating	in	both	pro-

regime	 marches	 (masira)	 and	 anti-regime	 demonstrations	 (mutathahara).	 I	

contribute	 these	 findings	 to	 individual	 choices,	 based	 on	 one’s	 own	 socio-

economic	status,	intellectual	properties,	and	self-identification.		

	

	

	

	

There	were	several	patterns	of	Druze	responses	 that	emerged	across	all	

four	 regions.	The	data	 reveals	 that	Druzes	 in	 all	 of	 Syria	with	 the	 exception	of	

Idlib	mobilized	very	early	on	and	organized	into	armed	groups	or	militias.	 	The	

primary	aim	of	 these	groups	and	militas	was	 that	of	defending	and	preserving	

Druze	 lands	 and	 properties,	 people,	 and	 the	 community	 as	 a	 whole	 vis-à-vis	

external	threats,	be	that	radicalized	Sunni	opposition,	sectarian	violence,	regime	

repression,	or	attacks	from	Islamist	groups.	Visual	records	of	the	Druze	militias’	

emblems,	 flags	 and	 uniforms	 also	 point	 to	 a	 strong	 sense	 of	 belonging	 to	 the	

Druze	 community,	 all	 of	 which	 featured	 Druze	 symbols	 such	 as	 the	 flag,	 its	

colors,	 or	 star,	 regardless	 of	 the	 political	 or	 ideological	 position	 of	 the	militia.	

This	finding	underpins	the	“Druze	identity”	that	appears	to	have	dominated	over	

this	faction	of	the	Syrian	Druze	community,	and	it	further	emphasizes	what	these	

Druze	understood	as	an	obligation	to	defend	and	preserve	the	Druze	community.		

This	brings	us	back	to	sectarianim	and	sectarian	identities.	I	conclude	that	

in	 the	 case	 of	 Druze	 armed	 groups	 and	 militias,	 the	 Druze	 identity	 of	 these	
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communities	 and	 individuals	 was	 the	 dominant	 one,	 as	 demonstrated	

particularly	 by	 the	 display	 of	 Druze	 religious	 symbols	 and	 colors,	 and	 by	 the	

Druze	 explicit	 intension	 of	 protecting	 their	 community,	 as	 often	 indicated	 by	

their	official	statements.		

The	data	also	reveals	that	the	majority	of	these	militas	often	aligned	with	

the	 Syrian	 regime	 forces.	 The	 reasons	 for	 this	 are	 two-fold;	 certain	 faction	 of	

armed	Druze	remained	strictly	neutral	in	their	political	outlook,	yet	either	often	

shared	an	“enemy”	with	the	regime	and	happened	to	fight	alongside	it	–	as	was	

the	case	with	Druze	militias	defending	Damascus	–	or	 they	acceded	 to	aligning	

with	 the	 regime	 during	 miitary	 operations	 in	 exchange	 for	 financial	

compensation	 and	 arms	 supply,	 and	 for	 an	 exemption	 from	 mandatory	 army	

conscription.	This	is	best	understood	as	a	quid	pro	quo	bargain,	or	social	contract	

as	mentioned	in	the	introduction,	and	as	a	strategic	and	self-protective	move	on	

the	part	of	the	Druze,	not	as	a	support	of	the	regime.		

There	 were	 indeed,	 however,	 militias	 and	 individuals	 that	 outright	

declared	their	support	for	the	incumbent	and	viewed	the	regime	as	their	ally	and	

protector.	 The	 data	 is,	 unfortunatelly,	 not	 very	 clear	 about	 the	 nature	 of	 said	

support.	 While	 there	 are	 records	 of	 explicit	 support	 among	 the	 Druze,	 the	

sources	rarely	include	what	the	reason	behing	their	support	were.	This	leads	me	

to	 believe	 in	 the	 possibility	 that	 many	 Druze	 regime-supporters	 were	 rather	

sceptical	of	the	political	alternative	presented	in	the	opposition,	or	were	outright	

afraid	 of	 what	 their	 position	 would	 be	 as	 a	 religious	 minority	 under	 Sunni	

authority.	As	a	result,	they	supported	the	Syrian	regime	and	Bashar	al-Assad	not	

necessarily	because	they	agreed	with	his,	for	example,	economic	or	international	

policies.	 This	 does,	 however,	 remain	 only	 an	 assumption	 and	 would	 require	

further	research	to	determine	its	validity.	With	that	being	said,	a	research	of	such	

nature,	that	is	finding	out	real	motives	behind	people’	support	or	lack	thereof	of	

an	 authoritarian	 ruler,	 would	 be	 very	 challenging	 indeed,	 if	 not	 impossible,	

especially	in	a	country	plagued	by	war.		

There	 was,	 indeed,	 a	 certain	 number	 of	 Druze	 militias	 and	 individuals,	

who	declared	their	support	for	the	opposition	and	spoke	particularly	critically	of	

the	 regime.	 Again,	 however,	 the	 available	 records	 do	 not	 provide	 a	 satisfying	
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explanation	for	motives	behind	these	militias	and	no	bulletproof	conclusions	can	

be	made	on	the	reasons	behind	their	opposition	to	the	regime.		

The	 protection	 and	 preservation	 of	 the	 Druze	 community,	 further	

underpinned	 by	 Druze	 symbols	 displayed	 on	 the	 militias	 flags	 or	 emblems,	

seems	to	be	connecting	element	of	all	these	groups	and	militias.		

The	data	reveals	yet	another	behavioral	pattern	that	the	Druze	exhibited,	

that	of	the	Druze	strong	sense	of	communal	solidarity,	hospitability,	and	aid.	This	

sentiment	 and	 proclivity	 to	 provide	 humanitarian	 and	medical	 help,	 and	 offer	

refuge	to	IDPs	was	in	fact	so	strong	that	it	appear	in	all	four	regions	despite	the	

Druzes’	 own	 hardship	 under	 Islamist	 authorities	 or	 attacks	 from	 the	 radical	

opposition,	 and	 regardless	 of	 the	 ideological	 or	 political	 position	 of	 their	 own	

and	of	those	they	assisted.	This	proves	that	the	Druze	behaved	rather	apolitically	

and	 were	 not	 motivated	 by	 a	 certain	 agenda	 or	 ideology,	 but	 simply	 by	

communal	 solidarity	–	assabiya	–	which	 is	 traditionally	 considered	an	essential	

principle	of	the	Druze	faith.		

The	 research	 shows	 various	 responses	 to	 the	 initial	 protests	 and	

demonstrations	 against	 the	 regime	 in	 years	 2011	 and	2012.	We	notice	 regime	

opposition,	 regime	 support,	 and	 total	 passivity	 vis-à-vis	 the	 Syrian	 protests	

among	the	Druze.		

Regime	 support	 among	 the	 Druze,	 most	 often	 expressed	 through	

organizing	 of	 or	 participating	 in	 pro-regime	 demontrations	 (masira)	 as	 a	

response	 to	 anti-regime	 demontrations	 (mutathahara),	 is	 best	 explained	 as	

either	genuine	political	support	of	 the	 incumbent,	or	as	an	apprehension	about	

the	 political	 alternative	 of	 the	 Sunni	 opposition,	 as	 mentioned	 earlier.	 The	

passive	 or	 neutral	 position	 can	 be	 understood	 as	 an	 expression	 of	 similar	

sentiments,	or	as	a	genuine	desire	to	stay	away	from	the	sociopolitical	unrests,	

or	as	a	disinterest	in	these	events.		

Furthermore,	data	analysis	suggests	a	correlation	between	Druze	regime	

opponents	 and	 urban	 middle	 and	 upper	 classes,	 and	 intellectual	 capacity;	 we	

receive	 disproportionate	 numbers	 of	 Druze	 participating	 in	 anti-regime	

demonstrations	and	movements	in	larger	cities	such	as	Damascus	and	Suwayda,	
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specifically	university	students	and	intelligentsia,	to	that	of	the	rest	of	the	areas	

where	 Druze	 reside.	 It	 also	 appears	 that	 these	 protesters	 did	 not	 exhibit	 any	

strictly	 Druze	 characteristics	 or	 demands	 during	 these	 protests	 and	 rather	

demanded	economic	and	political	reforms,	human	rights,	and	dignity,	much	like	

the	 rest	 of	 the	 protesting	 Syrians.	 I	 therefore	 conclude	 that	 those	 Druze	

protesting	 against	 the	 regime	 in	 this	 manner	 aligned	 with	 “Syrian”	 or	 “Arab”	

identity	rather	than	“Druze”.		

	

***	

	

These	 findings	 illuminate	 the	 various	 reponses	 and	 motives	 the	 Druze	

exhibited	against	the	backdrop	of	Syrian	uprising	the	subsequent	civil	war.	They	

help	to	bridge	the	information	gap	that	exists	and	creates	an	organized	overview	

concerning	 the	 Druze	 behaviors	 in	 all	 of	 Syria	 during	 the	 past	 11	 years.	 This	

research	 also	 debunks	 the	 myth	 of	 religious	 minorities	 inherently	 and	

automatically	 supporting	 the	 Syrian	 regime,	 and	 they	 provide	 a	 detailed	

explanation	of	the	alternative	behaviors	and	reason	behind	them.	The	ideological	

and	 political	 fragmentation	 of	 Druze	 this	 study	 illustrates	 provides	 a	 good	

example	of	how	even	a	small	ethno-religious	sect	with	deep-rooted	tribal	culture	

is	not	necessarily	a	homogeneous	and	cohesive	group,	and	whose	members	veer	

in	their	 ideologies	and	activities	 in	different	directions	both	in	times	of	societal	

tranquility	without	social	pressures	to	form	a	political	or	ideological	identity	and	

mobilize	accordingly,	and	in	times	of	social	unrests	and	a	civil	war,	where	such	

pressures	are	acute	and	more	aggressive.	

What	 this	 research	 was	 not	 able	 to	 provide	 was	 a	 satisfying	 and	

convincing	 explanation	 for	 Druze	 support	 of	 the	 regime.	We	 currently	 do	 not	

know	 whether	 this	 support	 was	 a	 genuine	 political	 and	 ideological	 stance	 or	

rather	 a	 sceptic	 and	 apprehensive	 outlook	 on	 the	 alternative	 of	 political	 rule.	

This	 is	 largely	 due	 to	 lack	 of	 resources	 concerning	 this	 question	 and	 data	

incohesiveness;	 personal	 interviews	 –	 which	 could	 illuminate	 these	 motives	 –	

either	did	not	focus	on	this	topic	or	they	were	not	conducted	in	all	areas	where	
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the	 Druze	 reside.	 This	 opens	 up	 a	 possibility	 for	 future	 research	 which	 could	

potential	bridge	 this	 information	gap	and	help	us	better	understand	 the	Druze	

responses	 and	 attitudes	 towards	 the	 sociopolitical	 happenings	 in	 Syria	 and	

towards	current	regime	of	Bashar	al-Assad.		
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Figure	1	
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