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Damascus

T 

he relentless war in Syria 
has created divisions 
within the country’s mi-
nority Druze community. 
Schisms among the Dru-

ze, who are historically strongly 
unified, became evident when the 
community’s spiritual leader — 
Sheikh Akl Hikmat al-Hajri — ap-
pealed to his followers in Sweida 
province to enlist in the army of 
Syrian President Bashar Assad.

To emphasise the urgency of his 
call, Hajri invoked the code “in 
defence of the faith.” According to 
Druze tradition, this is a battle cry 
that is intended to rally the com-
munity to confront an imminent 
threat to its existence.

The appeal, however, was ig-
nored by the vast majority of the 
Druze.

A member of the Hajri family, 
who wanted to remain anonymous, 
accused the sheikh of not invoking 
the call in the “proper circumstanc-
es”, thus damaging its significance.

“The fact that his appeal went 
unheeded points to the divisions 
that split the Druze community 
with regard to the ongoing war,” he 
said, accusing the Assad regime of 
causing the inter-Druze schism by 
appointing Sheikh Hikmat, a loyal-
ist, to succeed the late Sheikh Al Akl 
Ahmad al-Hajri, alienating a major-
ity of the community, including the 
powerful al-Huneidi clan who sup-
ported a candidate close to the op-
position.

Aahd Murad, a Druze journalist 
and activist, blasted Hajri’s appeal 
as “a deviation from the national 
track in favour of the sectarian 
scheme that had torn the country 
apart”. He noted that Hajri’s appeal 
offered a guarantee to those who 
enlist in the army not to be assigned 
to fight outside Sweida.

“This puts him in an ambiguous 
position vis-à-vis the opposition 
as well as the regime,” Murad said. 
“On one hand, the opposition re-

gards him as a tool in the hands of 
the regime while, on the other, the 
loyalists want all conscripts to fight 
wherever is needed throughout the 
country.”

Murad said that in comparing his 
battle cry to calls made by Druze 
leaders in the 19th and early 20th 
centuries to rise against Ottoman 
and French occupiers, Hajri grossly 
miscalculated.

“In those times, whenever the 
code was invoked it rallied thou-
sands of fighters while their lead-
ers were in the frontline with the 
troops. Yet now the battle cry was 
all but ignored and thus voided 
from all its historic significance,” he 
said,

Chaos prevails in the predomi-
nantly Druze province. There are 
15 armed groups with conflicting 
loyalties. The largest is the anti-
regime Karama group of Sheikh 

Wahid Balhous, who was killed in 
a car bomb explosion last Septem-
ber. Karama group has about 4,000 
fighters armed with light and me-
dium weaponry.

Yet, according to the inhabitants, 
the situation remains “acceptable,” 
as government offices continue to 
carry out daily work even though 
there is obvious negligence by the 
state, due mainly to the presence 
in the province of a large number of 
refugees.

The state of affairs in Sweida is 
compounded by the location of the 
province. It is on the border of the 

restive province of Deraa, a strong-
hold of the opposition, while the 
Islamic State (ISIS) controls the out-
skirts to the north-east. Moreover, 
villages near the Jordanian border 
have set up their own administra-
tions.

According to private sources, the 
province is at the mercy of the dif-
ferent armed groups. Government 
authority has declined to the point 
that security services no longer 
dare to arrest someone for avoiding 
conscription.

On several occasions when such 
attempts were made, crowds at-
tacked the police and freed the 
prisoners. In one incident, 17 offic-
ers and soldiers were kidnapped 
to force the government to free a 
detainee belonging to the Karama 
militant group. On another occa-
sion, 70 officers and soldiers while 
on a mission to arrest another 

member of the group were forced 
to turn back when confronted by 
militants.

Zeid al-Shufi, a Syrian activist 
who lives in Turkey, said the As-
sad regime has lost all credibility in 
Sweida and is trying to impose its 
will by controlling religious lead-
ers like Hajrii. “But the Druze com-
munity is aware of these clerics’ 
true loyalties and how they receive 
their instructions from the security 
services,” he said.

“Such leaders have lost their pop-
ular base. The government is also 
trying to regain its waning influ-
ence by playing one militant group 
against another, and by encourag-
ing the state of lawlessness through 
the spread of arms.”

Khalil Hamlo is a Damascus-based 
journalist and regular contributor 
to The Arab Weekly.
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Members of the Druze community stand underneath a Syrian flag during a rally in the Druze village of Buqata in the Golan Heights, last 
February.

The appeal to enlist in 
the army of Syrian 
President Bashar 
Assad was ignored by 
the vast majority of 
the Druze.
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The West and Assad: A sad tale of failure

F
ive summers after 
Barack Obama and 
David Cameron first 
demanded that “Assad 
must go,” the Syrian 
dictator is almost 

certain to outlast the American 
president and the British prime 
minister. Obama’s term ends next 
January; Cameron says he will 
step down in October after his 
failed campaign to keep Britain in 
the European Union.

Propped up by Russia and Iran, 
Syrian President Bashar Assad 
recently vowed to take back 
“every inch” of his war-ravaged 
country and does not look like a 
man on the way out.

Will the successors of Obama 
and Cameron, the most vocal 
“Assad must go” voices five years 
ago, be better in dealing with 
Assad and the Syrian tragedy he 
unleashed? There is reason for 
doubt, chiefly because no one in 
Washington, London, Berlin or 
Paris has a convincing answer to 
the key question in this complex, 
multisided conflict.

If Assad were to go, what next?
The most effective anti-Assad 

forces on the Syrian killing fields 
remain the Islamic State (ISIS), 
al-Nusra Front and assorted 
smaller Islamist groups, not the 
“moderate opposition” the United 
States had hoped to turn into a 
force that could fill a post-Assad 
vacuum.

In June, an unusual memoran-
dum signed by 51 US State Depart-
ment officials dealing with Syrian 
affairs provided insight into an 
internal policy debate that appears 
to be driven as much by wishful 
thinking as the “Assad must go” 
demand of 2011, when a senior 
official, Frederic Hof, described 
the Syrian leader as a “dead man 
walking.”

Leaked to the New York Times, 
the memorandum harshly 
criticised the Obama administra-
tion’s policy on Syria, described 
Assad’s “systematic violations 
against the Syrian people” as “the 
root cause that continues to grip 
Syria and the broader region” and 
called for air strikes against the 
Syrian regime to force it to comply 
with the terms of a ceasefire agree-
ment reached in February. Such 
strikes, the officials argued, would 
compel the Assad government to 
negotiate a political solution “in 
good faith”.

That has been absent for the 
past five years during which more 
than 400,000 people have been 
killed and 12 million driven from 
their homes. The flood of refugees 
triggered by the Syrian war stoked 
anti-immigrant fears in Europe 
and the United States and contrib-
uted to the outcome of Britain’s 

referendum to leave the European 
Union.

A controversial poster showing a 
huge queue of Middle Eastern 
refugees over the words “Breaking 
Point — the EU has failed us all” 
may have helped tip the balance in 
the victory for the campaign to 
leave the European Union. The 
poster was issued by the anti-
immigrant UK Independence Party 
and was meant to imply — falsely 
— that staying in the union would 
mean allowing thousands of 
refugees into Britain, as Germany 
did last year.

Among the side effects of Brexit: 
EU leaders will be too preoccupied 
with negotiations on the depar-
ture of a key member to pay much 
attention to the bloodletting in 
Syria. Not that they have been 
particularly inventive in dealing 
with the war and the refugee crisis 
— by and large, they focused on 
efforts to keep refugees out rather 
than address the root of the 
problem.

The memorandum of the 51 does 
not address possible scenarios if 
the military strikes by “stand-off 
and air weapons” did lead to 
Assad’s departure. Do the possible 
successors of Obama, who has 
been reluctant to take on the 
Assad government militarily, have 
any clearer ideas on how to deal 
with Syria?

Hillary Clinton, the former 
secretary of State and presumed 
presidential nominee of the Demo-
cratic Party, has advocated a no-fly 
zone in northern Syria that would 
provide a safe haven for Syrians 

fleeing violence and cut supply 
lines for ISIS. She has said the 
priority should be knocking out 
ISIS before tackling Assad.

The no-fly zone idea has been 
debated since 2011 and the Obama 
team rebuffed it, arguing that it 
would require a major military 
effort, from knocking out Syrian 
air defences to flying air patrols. 
Clinton has yet to explain how she 
would convince Russia, which has 
deployed combat aircraft in Syria, 
to participate in establishing such 
a zone.

Donald Trump, Clinton’s 
Republican rival, said in a recent 
interview that “the US has bigger 
problems than Assad” but he 
would “go after ISIS big-league”. 
Trump’s positions on foreign and 
domestic policy are subject to 
frequent change and there might 
be more detail once the rival 
candidates have been officially 
nominated and air their policies in 
formal debates.

Don’t hold your breath waiting 
for clear and workable strategies. 
Judging from the past five years, 
the most likely outcome comes in 
the final paragraph of the memo of 
the 51: “The… status quo in Syria 
will continue to present increas-
ingly dire, if not disastrous, 
humanitarian, diplomatic and 
terrorism-related challenges.”

Bernd Debusmann is a writer on 
foreign affairs based in Washing-
ton. He has reported from more 
than 100 countries and was 
wounded twice while covering the 
civil war in Lebanon.
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View point
EU leaders 
will be too 
preoccupied 
with 
negotiations 
on the 
departure 
of a key 
member to 
pay much 
attention 
to the 
bloodletting 
in Syria.

The Syrian dictator is 
almost certain to outlast 
the American president 
and the British prime 
minister.


