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The life-and-death dilemma of the Druze

Beirut

T 

he massacre of 20 Druze 
in the northern region of 
Idlib in Syria sheds new 
light on the dilemma fac-
ing members of the Mus-

lim sect whose allegiance is caught 
between a ruthless Syrian regime 
that is promoting itself as a defend-
er of minorities and rebels increas-
ingly dominated by radical Islamist 
groups.

Four years into a brutal conflict 
pitting Syrian President Bashar As-
sad’s forces against Sunni-domi-
nated rebels, including extremist 
groups such as the Islamic State 
(ISIS) and al-Qaeda’s affiliate, al-
Nusra Front, Syria’s Druze, who 
have attempted to distance them-
selves from the conflict, appear to 
be ineluctably drawn into it.

On June 10th, a shooting in Qalb 
Lawzeh, Idlib, spiralled out of con-
trol when a Nusra member tried to 
confiscate the house of a Druze vil-
lager who was fighting alongside 
Syrian government forces, accord-
ing to the Syrian Observatory for 
Human Rights.

A week later, Nusra attacked Ha-
dar village in the Golan Heights, a 
strategic plateau in southern Syria 
that is home to about 25,000 Druze. 
“We cannot exchange one dictator-
ship (Assad’s regime) with another 
(Nusra),” said Jabr Shoufi, a Druze 
opposition figure in a telephone 
conversation from Turkey.

An estimated 500,000 Druze live 
in Syria, according to Akram She-
hayeb, a leading figure in the Pro-
gressive Socialist Party, the main 
Druze faction in Lebanon. Most 
of the Syrian Druze live in Hau-
ran, with smaller groups scattered 
around the southern Golan and 
Idlib in northern Syria.

Unitarian Druze belong to an 
Arab ethnic group, spread around 
Lebanon, Syria, Israel and Jordan. 

The sect, which broke away from 
Islam more than 1,000 years ago, 
has closely guarded the tenets of its 
faith.

Ironically, it is Takia (self-protec-
tive secrecy that forces members of 
the community to outwardly com-
ply with the strongest political or 
religious faction) that has preserved 
the small minority across the centu-
ries.

Today, much of the Takia debate 
among Syrian Druze is centred on 
who is the strongest and most relia-
ble ally in Syria, with Druze equally 
wary of the growing clout of Nusra 
over rebels in their region and of the 
decline of the Assad regime, which, 
while abhorred by many, remains in 
their view a more “secular” option.

In spite of such deep divisions, 
many Syrian Druze say the civil war 
is not their fight and that they should 
distance themselves from the sectar-
ian conflict as long as they can.

But the flames of religious strife 
appear to be increasingly engulfing 
the community. Sweida, the main 
Druze stronghold, has witnessed 
intense clashes around the military 
base at Thaala airport between re-
bels and regime forces backed by 
members of the Druze community.

However, military-age Druze, 
who number about 20,000, have 
refused to join the Syrian Army. Ex-
plaining this contradictory position, 
Sweida resident Raed Shaya said: 
“Our goal is to protect our region. 
We support the option of the state 
and the army without being neces-
sarily with the regime.”

Many Druze, particularly the Aja-
weed, a group of religious leaders, 
are nonetheless arming themselves. 
Sweida residents appear confident 

that their large numbers and weap-
on stocks will protect them against 
another massacre.

However, for  Akram Shehayeb. of 
the Progressive Socialist Party, the 
safest bet for the Druze is “main-
taining good relations with their 
brethren and neighbours as they are 
part of the Syrian social fabric that 
has equally suffered from the Assad 
brutality”.

The Druze are known as the great 
survivors of Levantine history. To-
day in Syria, they need to live up to 
that reputation. There was a time 
when they could have chosen to join 
the opposition to Assad. But that 
time has gone since the peaceful 
revolution that marked the start of 
the rebellion morphed into a bloody 
sectarian war. It is not about defend-
ing a cause any more but submitting 
to an unstoppable reality.

Such pragmatism has pushed the 
Druze who live in a region that be-
came part of Israel in 1948 to stay in 
their villages and even serve in the 
Israeli military. Druze residents of 
the Golan remained in their home-
towns during the 1967 Arab-Israeli 
conflict, in which the Jewish state 
occupied the plateau’s western sec-
tor. Lebanon’s Druze, at the behest 
of their leader, Walid Jumblatt, 
have remained above the fray, serv-
ing occasionally as the country’s 
kingmakers through a controversial 
and far from principled policy of ag-
ile political realignments over the 
years.

It is such unsavoury pragmatism 
that’s needed today. The Turks, 
French and Israelis have come and 
gone in Syria and Lebanon, but the 
Druze have remained. To continue 
to survive, it is likely that this vul-
nerable minority will need once 
again to make unpalatable but nec-
essary choices.

Mona Alami is a French-Lebanese 
analyst and a fellow at the Rafik 
Hariri Center for the Middle East 
of the Atlantic Council. She lives in 
Beirut.
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“H
ello, As Salam Alaykom. 
(Peace be Upon You.). 
Your son is in our hands. 
If you want him back, 
prepare a ransom and 

we’ll call you again later,” the voice 
says, then abruptly ends the call.

Hundreds of Syrians have re-
ceived similar telephone calls after 
a wife, daughter or other relative 
has gone missing. Kidnappers have 
thrived in different parts of Syria 
the past four years as the country 
slipped into a full-fledged civil war.

In addition to displacement, de-
struction and death, Syrians have 
been enduring kidnapping for ran-
som, as lawlessness and disorder 
prevail in the country. Kaddour, a 
resident of Jabla in the countryside 
of the coastal province of Latakia, 
who asked not to reveal his first 
name, recalled the ordeal he went 
through to secure his kidnapped 
brother’s release.

He said the family lost contact 
with his brother on February 8th, af-
ter he had left for work in the nearby 
town of Salnafa. “His mobile phone 
was shut down for three days.  We 
had looked for him everywhere, in 
hospitals and police stations, with-
out success,” Kaddour said.

“Finally, we got news about him 
through an anonymous phone call, 
which said he was kidnapped and 
would be released in return for a 
ransom of 2.5 million Syrian pounds 
($8,000).”

Salnafa, in the northern part of 
Latakia, has been the site of near-
continuous battles between govern-
ment troops and armed opposition 

groups since 2013, resulting in the 
destruction of dozens of small vil-
lages and kidnapping of hundreds 
of people whose whereabouts are 
unknown.

Taking advantage of the growing 
lawlessness, bandits and kidnap-
ping gangs, who are unaffiliated 
with the warring parties, thrived in 
the area.

Kaddour recalled that he was re-
lieved after receiving the call from 
the kidnappers. “I was assured that 
my brother was alive, though in the 
hands of one of those gangs which 
blackmailed people for money in 
return for the safety of their sons,” 
he said.

A second call came about 22 
hours later, made from the phone of 
the kidnapping victim. “Is the mon-
ey ready?” asked the voice. “We 
will give you another three days to 

secure the amount, after which we 
will send you the severed head of 
your brother,” Kaddour said he was 
told.

He sought the help of family and 
friends to secure the ransom, which 
he said he was able to reduce to 1.8 
million pounds ($6,000) after hard 
bargaining with the gang.

Following the instructions of the 
kidnappers, Kaddour went alone 
to a restaurant in Salfana where a 
person was waiting to collect the 
money. “Within half an hour, your 
brother will be at home in Jabla,” 
the man said. “Effectively, 40 min-
utes later my father called to tell me 
that my brother arrived at home.”

Kaddour never knew who the 
kidnappers were and has refused to 
alert the police, preferring to heed 
the captors’ conditions because he 
believed he had no other choice. “I 

was sure that they were ready to 
kill my brother if I resisted them,” 
Kaddour said. It was an ordeal that 
fortunately ended with the return 
of my brother to his wife and 5-year-
old son.”

The kidnapping spree has cre-
ated an unusual demand for people 
who work as mediators between the 
kidnappers and families of victims. 
These are usually prominent figures 
or local clerics. One mediator, who 
asked to be identified by his initials, 
A.T., said he volunteered to help 
release hostages after his nephew 
was kidnapped in 2013 and released 
in exchange for 6 million Syrian 
pounds ($20,000).

“After going through the tor-
ment of my nephew’s kidnapping, I 
decided to dedicate my time to re-
solving hostage issues, and I have ef-
fectively succeeded in securing the 
release of 11 captives, while I failed 
in three cases,” A.T. said.

“My role consisted of liaising be-
tween the kidnappers and the fami-
lies of the kidnapped. I often receive 
calls from the kidnappers, some of 
whom use Turkish mobile numbers, 
and also from families asking me to 
intervene to ensure their sons’ re-
lease,” he said.

The mediator said families 
placed the ransom money with him 
to forward to the kidnappers after 
their sons were set free. “I some-
times send the money to Turkey 
through complicated channels. In 
other instances, masked men would 
come to my home to collect the 
money and, in more than one case, 
I was asked to leave the money in 
specific places,” he added.

He said kidnappers once asked 
him to intervene with Syrian au-
thorities to secure the release of 
three detainees in exchange for a 

kidnapped woman. 
“I refused categorically because I 

do not want to interfere in politics 
and the conflict between the gov-
ernment and the opposition,” the 
mediator noted.

A source at the Ministry of Na-
tional Reconciliation, who spoke 
on condition of anonymity, said the 
ministry receives hundreds of calls 
from Syrian nationals seeking to 
know the whereabouts of missing 
relatives.

“Our role consists only of inves-
tigating whether the missing peo-
ple were detained or arrested by 
the authorities and if so help speed 
up their trial and judgment,” the 
source said.

He said the ministry would coor-
dinate with the Ministry of Interior 
to step up police patrols in areas re-
porting kidnapping incidents, not-
ing that the majority of kidnappings 
were committed by armed groups 
to swap the hostages with prisoners 
and detainees held by the govern-
ment.

Syrian opposition groups have 
succeeded in forcing two major 
swap deals under which the regime 
released more than 2,000 rebel pris-
oners in exchange for 48 Iranian 
hostages in January 2013 and 150 fe-
male prisoners in return for 13 Greek 
Orthodox nuns taken hostage from 
Maaloula convent in March 2014.

Younes Ahmed, a pseudonym 
used for safety reasons, is an Arab 
Weekly correspondent based in 
western Syria.
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Abbas Hammoud, one of nine Lebanese citizens kidnapped in 
Syria , is greeted by his daughter upon return home in 2013.
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