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The Druze quandary in the Middle East

T
he Druze in the Middle 
East are in a quandary. 
Until now, they have 
managed to stay out of 
the Syrian war, those 
in the country aligned 

traditionally with the Assad 
dynasty and  had been loyal to the 
present Syrian regime.

Yet the recent killing of 20 of 
their people by an al-Qaeda 
offshoot, al-Nusra Front, could be 
a tipping point in both Syrian 
President Bashar Assad’s grip on 
the country and Druze neutrality, 
with far-reaching implications in 
the region, especially Lebanon.

The recent incident throws a 
spotlight on a subject largely 
ignored by Western media: the 
rise of Nusra as a fighting force in 
the complicated matrix-like Syria 
war.

In recent weeks, a number of 
small, but important, battles have 
been won by “opposition” 
fighters in Syria, sparking a 
frenzy of speculation that the 
Assad regime is slowly keeling. 
It’s not just the battles lost 
though. All over the country 
posters urging men to join the 
regime army are festooned on 
walls, bus stops and public 
buildings. But there’s one 
element of the recruitment drive 

being noticed by even Assad’s 
most loyal followers: the lack 
of minorities joining.

Christian and Druze communi-
ties are feeling more alienated. 
Many Druze in Syria feel as 
though their villages and moun-
tains have become “no man’s 
land” — as Assad recently failed 
to protect them, concentrating 
on fighting a new front he is 
drawing up east of Damascus.

And so to be loyal to Assad, yet 
remain unarmed by him, pre-
sents the Druze with a vexing 
question: How many more lives 
can be lost before they take up 
arms, not only to defend them-
selves but to attack aggressors?

In Lebanon’s border regions 
where isolated Christian commu-
nities faced a similar threat in 
2014, it was Hezbollah who 
armed them. 

In the case of the Druze in 
Syria, it will be the Shia move-
ment’s most wretched enemy, 
Israel, which might step forward, 
largely due to historical loyalty 
and the many Druze in Israel.

There are about 135,000 Druze 
in Israel who have fought 
alongside Israelis, serving in the 
military, even aspiring to high-
level command positions. When 
Israel took the Golan Heights in 
1967, about 20,000 additional 
Druze, residents of the area, 
found themselves living in Israeli 
territory. But, unlike their 
Israeli-Druze brethren, most of 
the Golan Heights Druze stayed 
loyal to Hafez Assad’s regime and 
refused to accept Israeli citizen-
ship.

And so the Druze of Syria, it 
could be argued, are at odds with 
their cousins living in Israel, as 
the latter’s regime indulges itself, 
like Washington, in the simpli-
fied, naïve fable that Assad’s 

removal is the solution to the 
region’s woes.

Yet if Assad won’t arm Syrian 
Druze, who are they to turn to?

Accepting arms and support 
from Israel makes things terribly 
complicated in a war that, at 
times, confuses even those in it. 
Despite Israel being the arch-
enemy of Hezbollah in Lebanon, 
the Shia movement is fighting in 
Syria alongside Assad’s army, the 
very same al-Qaeda outfit that 
murdered the Druze: Nusra.

If the Druze formed an alliance 

with Israel it would be very 
tricky to steer through all the 
sectarian hatred to reach the 
common goal of hitting Nusra, 
which, indirectly, is being 
funded by Washington and 
whose wounded fighters seek 
help in Israeli hospitals in the 
Golan Heights.

And here’s why the Druze 
leader Walid Jumblatt in Leba-
non chooses his words very 
carefully, plays down the Nusra 
attack in Syria and recently told 
Druze leaders who met in Beirut 
that they “don’t need Israel”. If 
such an alliance was to be 
formed and it was not approved 
(informally) by Hezbollah, then 
the Druze community in Leba-
non would be in the firing line 
from the Shia movement. 
Essentially, it’s a nightmare 
scenario for Jumblatt and his 
people.

Recently, reports emerged that 
he was finding a solution for the 
Druze in Syria. One wonders if he 
is alluding to Hezbollah provid-
ing them with arms — an act that 
keeps them friends with Assad, 
gives the means to fight Sunni 
extremists but yet protects them 
as well.

Jumblatt said earlier in the 
year: “I warned them several 
times that they only have two 
choices: either join the revolu-
tion or isolate themselves. But 
this is not working.”
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H 

istory has fed political 
mistrust of Kurds at 
home as well as of the 
Kurdish diaspora out-
side national borders 

for Turks, Arabs and Persians. With 
their nomadic tribal roots, Kurds 
have never been at peace, and their 
aspirations for political freedom 
and self-determination have prov-
en difficult to achieve.

Kurdish history is etched with re-
bellion and uprisings against reign-
ing powers:  The last century saw 
more than 20 Kurdish uprisings 
and revolts in Turkey, Syria, Iraq 
and Iran — all countries in which 
Kurds have historically constituted 
the largest ethnic minority group.

Rather than resulting in politi-
cal emancipation, these uprisings 
usually ended in even greater top-
down enforced political isolation 
and repression. But circumstances 
may be changing as Kurds are pro-
pelled into the front line of devel-
opments in Syria and Turkey, as 
well as Iraq, where they have effec-
tively carved out an autonomous 
island of stability in an increasingly 
polarised state.

Kurds have come to assume the 
role of a pro-Western, moderate 
ethnic minority whose motiva-
tion and reliability make them the 
partner of choice in the war against 
the Islamic State (ISIS)  leading the 
United States to reverse its policy 
of banning direct arms transfers to 

the Kurdish Regional Government 
(KRG) in Iraq.

Alongside better arming the per-
shmerga against ISIS, the United 
States is also hoping to curtail op-
portunities for Iran to deepen its 
influence with Iraqi Kurdistan. Iran 
is known to have developed close 
relations with the Kurdistan Demo-
cratic Party (KDP), the party of Iraqi 
Kurdistan President Masoud Bar-
zani. Bypassing Baghdad altogeth-
er, the United States is supporting 
a multinational effort to arm and 
train the pershmerga.

The Iraqi central government 
has been unwilling to comply with 
KRG requests for weapons because 
it no longer trusts a leadership that 
cuts Baghdad out of oil receipts, 
continues to entertain the idea of 
state succession and has plans to 
grab disputed territories — such as 
Kirkuk — and absorb them into Iraqi 
Kurdistan.

Kurds in northern Syria are carv-
ing out an autonomous region 
modelled on the KRG in Iraq. With-
in months of the start of  the upris-
ing in Syria, government buildings 
in Kurdish-dominated areas hoist-
ed the Kurdish flag and Kurdish 
parties formed committees to take 
over governmental functions.

It is unsurprising that Syrian 
Kurds are looking to emulate Iraqi 
Kurds: The Kurdish Supreme Com-
mittee and its armed wing, the Peo-
ple’s Protection Units came into 
being after Barzani brokered an 
agreement between the Democrat-
ic Union Party (PYD), a left-leaning 
Syrian Kurdish party affiliated with 
the Kurdistan Workers’ Party (PKK) 

in Turkey, and the Kurdish National 
Council, a coalition of Syrian Kurd-
ish parties created with the backing 
of Barzani as a Kurdish response to 
the Syrian National Council.

Needless to say, Turkey is keep-
ing a close eye on developments in 
Kurdish-dominated northern Syria 
that could threaten its peace pro-
cess with the PKK, which warned 
Turkey against intervening in the 
Syrian Kurdish region, stating that 
it was prepared to join the fight 
alongside Syrian Kurds and spread 
the fight deep into Kurdish areas of 
Turkey.

Kurds in Turkey have been un-
happy at the government policy 
of reportedly supporting Islam-

ist groups such as al-Nusra Front, 
which have fought Kurdish groups, 
as well as not doing enough to sup-
port Kurdish fighters taking on  
ISIS close to the Syrian-Turkish 
border.

The targeting of PKK camps and 
positions near the Syria-Turkish 
border by the Turkish Air Force 
demonstrated that the ISIS threat 
will not alter the Turkish position 
vis-à-vis the PKK and its activities.

But the surprise ascension of the 
left-leaning Peoples’ Democratic 
Party (HDP), which is essentially a 
Kurdish party, to the Turkish par-
liament with 80 seats will bolster 
the political position of Turkish 
Kurds.

While intra-Kurdish rivalries and 
disagreements on the future of the 
Kurdish people are unlikely to dis-
appear, the emerging environment 
has provided Kurds a common ral-
lying cause and an opportunity to 
position themselves in Iraq, Syria 
and Turkey to achieve as much of 
their political demands as possible 
locally and at the same time to sup-
port those of Kurds elsewhere.
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