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Introduction 

“The Nusayris are more disbelieving than the Jews and the Christians, as Shaykh al-Islam Ibn 

Taymiyyah said about them. We see them today killing people like mice and cats, by the 

thousands and tens of thousands. Asad has come to rule by his own authority and with him his 

Nusayri sect.”1 

On the 31st of May 2013, these words of the most prominent religious authority in Sunni Islam, 

the Egyptian Hanafi scholar Shaykh Yusuf al-Qaradawi, were spoken at Doha, the capital of 

Qatar. The sermon was delivered in solidarity with the Syrian people. Al-Qaradawi 

incriminated the Iranian regime and the Shia militia Hezbollah of helping Assad’s Alawite 

regime’s war against ordinary Syrians by providing military assistance and sending Shiites from 

all across the world.2 By using the fatwa of Ibn Taymiyyah, a fourteenth century Hanbali 

scholar, al-Qaradawi calls on Muslims to wage jihad to help their fellow Syrian brothers against 

the disbelieving Shiites and Nusayris.          

 Until the establishment of the Alawite state in 1920, the Alawis were known as Nusayris 

named after Abu Shu’ayb Mohammed Ibn Nusayr who is the assumed founder of the sect in 

the ninth century.3 Alawites, which means followers of Ali, are often considered as a Twelver 

branch of Shia Islam and “Nusayris” is an antiquated and derogatory name. Al-Qaradawi’s 

inflammatory rhetoric and remarks “are part of a pattern of escalating Sunni rhetoric -from 

politicians, clerics, and the media - towards Shi’ite Muslims.”4 The Meir Amit Intelligence and 

Terrorism Information Center argues that this “escalation can be considered part of a broader, 

region-wide conflict between the Shi’ites and the Sunnis”, as the various conflicts in Syria, Iraq, 

Lebanon, Bahrein, and Yemen exemplify how Shia Iran is vying with Sunni Saudi Arabia for 

the leadership of Islam and the Middle East.5        

 The Syrian Civil War is an important locus of study as the “Western” approach of 

conflict transformation to the Syrian Conflict was from the beginning since the 2011 outbreak 

of the Syrian Revolution “dominated by an overdose of wishful thinking, because precedence 

                                                           
1 Aslam Farouk-Alli, “Sectarianism in Alawi Syria: Exploring the Paradoxes of Politics and Religion”, in 

Journal of Muslim Minority Affairs, 207.  
2 “Yusuf al-Qaradawi, the most prominent religious authority in Sunni Islam, lashed out against Iran and 

Hezbollah and called on Muslims to support the rebels in Syria.,” The Meir Amit Intelligence and Terrorism 

Information Center, June 16, 2013, accessed October 19, 2017, http://www.terrorism-info.org.il/en/20527/. 
3 Yaron Friedman, The Nuṣayrī-ʻAlawīs: An Introduction to the Religion, History, and Identity of the Leading 

Minority in Syria (Leiden: Brill. 2010), 5-17. 
4 “Yusuf al-Qaradawi, the most prominent religious authority,” The Meir Amit Intelligence and Terrorism 

Information Center. 
5 Ibidem. 

http://www.terrorism-info.org.il/en/20527/
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was given to supposedly democratic and moralistic ideals over realpolitik.”6 Initially, many 

Western politicians thought that the Assad-regime would quickly fall by the summer of 2012 

and they became fixated by the idea that the conflict could only be resolved with the removal 

of Assad.7 Nikolaos van Dam rightly argues that Western politicians completely underestimated 

the strength of the regime, “partly out of ignorance and the lack of knowledge of the Syrian 

regime.”8           

 This “ignorance” and this “lack of knowledge” have contributed to the severe Syrian 

humanitarian crisis: the Syrian Network For Human Rights (SNHR) reports that more than 

480,000 deaths were counted for the first half of 2017 and “a total of 5381 civilians have been 

killed from January 2017 to June 2017.”9 The 2017 Human Rights Reports adds that because 

of the targeting of civilians and chemical weapons, the ongoing Syrian Civil War is “a dire 

humanitarian crisis, with 6.1 million internally displaced people and 4.8 million seeking refuge 

abroad.”10 The Office for the Coordination of Humanitarian Affairs (OCHA) states about the 

crisis that “as of August 2017, there are 540,000 civilians living in 11 besieged locations in 

need of humanitarian assistance” and continues by saying that “frequent denial of entry of 

humanitarian assistance into these areas and blockage of urgent medical evacuations result in 

civilian deaths and suffering.”11         

 The Syrian conflict and the humanitarian consequences make it clear that a real political 

solution based on realpolitik is of the utmost importance to get a negative peace – the absence 

of direct violence such as war- before a positive peace - the integration of society - can be 

achieved.12 Moreover, the Syrian Civil War has been often viewed as “an intensely sectarian 

conflict” in which “the minority rule of Alawites over a majority Sunni population has created 

ethnoreligious grievances, adding a lot of fuel to the conflict.”13     

                                                           
6 Nikolaos van Dam, Destroying a Nation: The Civil War in Syria, (London: I.B.Tauris & Co. Ltd., 2017), 119. 
7 Van Dam, Destroying a Nation, 119 
8 Van Dam, 119. 
9 “Including 1159 children and 742 women and 93 from torture.“ Total Death Count in Syria: 480,000+ 2017 

Death Count: 7, 203,” I AM SYRIA, accessed October 19, 2017, http://www.iamsyria.org/death-tolls.html. 
10 “Syria Events of 2016,” Human Rights Watch, 2017, accessed October 19, 2017, https://www.hrw.org/world-

report/2017/country-chapters/syria. 
11 The indiscriminate attacks, the abuses by Jabhat al-Nusra, ISIS and other non-state armed groups, the torture 

and deaths in custody, and the the use of incendiary weapons, cluster munitions are also mentioned. About the 

Crisis,” The United Nations Office for the Coordination of Humanitarian Affairs (OCHA), accessed October 19, 

2017, http://www.unocha.org/syrian-arab-republic/syria-country-profile/about-crisis. 
12 According to Johan Galtung, the term positive peace means the absence of all forms of violence and the 

restoration of communal relationships, the creation of viable social systems that provide the needs of every 

member of society in a constructive manner. Johan Galtung, “Violence, Peace, and Peace Research,” in Journal 

of Peace Research Vol. 6, No. 3 (1969), 168. 
13 Lawrence G. Potter, Sectarian Politics in the Persian Gulf (London: C. Hurst & Co Publishers Ltd, 2014), 83 

and Selma Bardakcı, Ertuğrul Genç, and Dilara C. Hekimci, “Syria Falls from Grace: The Rise of Sectarianism 

http://www.iamsyria.org/death-tolls.html
https://www.hrw.org/world-report/2017/country-chapters/syria
https://www.hrw.org/world-report/2017/country-chapters/syria
http://www.unocha.org/syrian-arab-republic/syria-country-profile/about-crisis
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 A conflict analysis to understand the root causes of the Syrian conflict and its 

psychological dimension is necessary for sustainable peace building.14 Sandra Marker argues 

that “one of the primary causes of protracted or intractable conflict is people’s unyielding drive 

to meet their unmet needs on the individual, group, and societal level.”15 Syrian identity issues 

are therefore driven by “unfulfilled needs and collective fears”. This means that the sectarian 

dimension of the conflict is “based on people's psychology, culture, basic values, shared history, 

and beliefs”, according to Michelle Maiese.16 She continues by saying that “these issues tend 

to be more abstract and are connected to people’s basic needs for survival.”17   

 Leon Goldsmith rightly contends that “the fear and insecurity that has shaped the 

Alawite identity and political behaviour explains the establishment, consolidation and 

durability of the Asad regime.”18 Taking this in consideration, these identity effects contribute 

to the intractability of the Syrian conflict; however, identity issues can be transformed into 

constructive and peaceful results, as Johan Paul Lederach would say: “the key to transformation 

is the capacity to envision conflict as having the potential for constructive change.”19 This 

justifies the question of how a historical analysis of the Alawite identity can contribute to the 

actual implementation of peacebuilding activities that deal with identity issues.  

This study is important for two reasons. First, it aims to contribute to the field of peace and 

conflict transformation studies. The term “conflict transformation” was introduced in peace and 

conflict studies by several theorists in the 1990s, such as Edward Shwerin, Dale Spencer and 

William Spencer, Johan Galtung, John Paul Lederach, Kumar Rupesinghe, and Raimo 

Väyrynen.20 Conflict transformation can be described as a process by which conflicts are 

                                                           
and Radicalism,” Democracy and Society 12, no. 1 (2017): 10-12, accessed October 19, 2017, 

https://government.georgetown.edu/sites/government/files/GU-D%26S-22.pdf. 
14 Claudia Seymour, “Social Psychological Dimensions of Conflict,” Beyond Intractability, September, 2003, 

accessed October 19, 2017, http://www.beyondintractability.org/essay/social_psychological and Marie Doucey, 

“Understanding the Root Causes of the Conflict: Why it Matters for International Crisis Management,” 

International Affairs Review 20, no. 2 (Fall 2011), 1, accessed October 19, 2017, http://iar-

gwu.org/sites/default/files/articlepdfs/Understanding%20the%20Root%20Causes%20-%20Doucey.pdf  
15 Sandra Marker, “Unmet Human Needs,” Beyond Intractability, August, 2003, accessed October 19, 2017, 

http://www.beyondintractability.org/essay/human-needs.  
16 Heidi Burgess and Guy M. Burgess, “What Are Intractable Conflicts?,” Beyond Intractability, November, 

2003, accessed October 19, 2017, http://www.beyondintractability.org/essay/meaning-intractability.  
17 Burgess and Burgess, “What Are Intractable Conflicts?.” 
18  It is important to emphasise that many Alawites do not agree with the Assad regime. Leon Goldsmith, Cycle 

of Fear: Syria's Alawites in War and Peace (London: C. Hurst & Co. Ltd, 2015), 203. 
19 Conflict transformation can be described as a process by which conflicts are transformed into constructive and 

peaceful results. John Paul Lederach, “Conflict Transformation,” Beyond Intractability, October, 2003, accessed 

October 20, 2017, http://www.beyondintractability.org/essay/transformation. 
20 Johannes Botes, “Conflict Transformation: A Debate over Semantics or a Crucial Shift in the Theory and 

Practice of Peace and Conflict Studies?,” International Journal of Peace Studies 8, no. 2 (Autumn/Winter 2003): 

1-27, accessed October 20, 2017, http://www.gmu.edu/programs/icar/ijps/vol8_2/botes.htm.  

http://www.beyondintractability.org/essay/visioning
https://government.georgetown.edu/sites/government/files/GU-D%26S-22.pdf
http://www.beyondintractability.org/essay/social_psychological
http://iar-gwu.org/sites/default/files/articlepdfs/Understanding%20the%20Root%20Causes%20-%20Doucey.pdf
http://iar-gwu.org/sites/default/files/articlepdfs/Understanding%20the%20Root%20Causes%20-%20Doucey.pdf
http://www.beyondintractability.org/essay/human-needs
http://www.beyondintractability.org/essay/meaning-intractability
http://www.beyondintractability.org/essay/transformation
http://www.gmu.edu/programs/icar/ijps/vol8_2/botes.htm
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transformed into constructive and peaceful results. Within peace and conflict transformation 

studies, the growing diversification of scholarly attention is exemplified by the abundance of 

different topics, such as “trauma healing, peace psychology, cultures of violence, restorative 

justice, nonviolent action, creative arts approaches to social change, decolonizing approaches, 

faith-based peacebuilding, social justice, ecological peacebuilding, forgiveness, and 

reconciliation”, and identity-based conflicts.21 This development of different study topics might 

not be surprising because, according to Heidi Burgess it “combines theoretical concerns with 

the practical implications of peacebuilding policies” and “is extremely badly needed in the 

United States right now, as is true in Europe, much of the Middle and Far East, as well as 

Africa”, as conflicts over identity issues seem to be common in the twenty-first century.22 

 Most of the time, scholarly literature on identity-based conflicts such as sectarianism 

has expanded since the Cold War and has focused on the “conditions under which violence 

occur, patterns and processes within war, peace agreements” and how case studies of identity-

based conflicts can contribute to “transformative policies to de-escalate identity conflicts and 

to help people develop mutual respect and sources of common ground.”23 This literature tends 

to focus more on the political dimensions of conflict transformation and particularly on the 

different number of possible institutional settlements that might “facilitate inclusive governance 

and minority protections” combined with a problem-solving conflict analysis and practices of 

dialogue.24 In this way the character and processes of living together can be defined.25   

 Within the sizeable identity-based conflict studies, most academics tend to focus on one 

particular conflict. For example Moving Beyond Sectarianism: Religion, Conflict, and 

Reconciliation in Northern Ireland is a relevant study that focuses on the role of Christian 

beliefs and institutions in the sectarian conflict of Northern Ireland. Based on a historical 

analysis and extensive community relation group work sessions, Joseph Liechty and Cecelia 

Clegg argue that in order to resolve an identity-based conflict, the solution should be found 

                                                           
21 “Peace and Conflict Transformation Studies,” Canadian Mennonite University, 2017, accessed October 20, 

2017, http://www.cmu.ca/academics.php?s=pacts.  
22 R. Scott Appleby, Atalia Omer, and David Little, The Oxford Handbook of Religion, Conflict, and 

Peacebuilding (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2015), 1-46 and Louis Kriesberg and Heidi Burgess, “Identity 

Issues,” Beyond Intractability, 2003, accessed October 20, 2017, 

http://www.beyondintractability.org/essay/identity-issues.  
23 Nader Hashemi and Danny Postel, Sectarianization: Mapping the New Politics of the Middle East, (London: 

C. Hurst & Co Publishers Ltd, 2017), 260 see note 13 for an comprehensive overview of the literature and Louis 

Kriesberg and Heidi Burgess, “Identity Issues,” Beyond Intractability, 2003, accessed October 20, 2017, 

http://www.beyondintractability.org/essay/identity-issues.  
24 Timothy D. Sisk, “Conclusion: Peacebuilding in Sectarianized Conflicts: findings and Implications for the 

Theory and Practice,” in  Sectarianization: Mapping the New Politics of the Middle East, 259-276, 264 
25 Sisk, “Conclusion: Peacebuilding in Sectarianized Conflicts: findings and Implications for the Theory and 

Practice,” 264. 

http://www.cmu.ca/academics.php?s=pacts
http://www.beyondintractability.org/essay/identity-issues
http://www.beyondintractability.org/essay/identity-issues
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within the religious traditions of the sectarian communities.26        

 In a comprehensive chapter, the authors discuss what sectarianism is and conceptualise 

a working definition to substantiate that it is “a system of attitudes, action, and believes, and 

structures which arises as a distorted expression of positive, human needs especially for 

belonging, identity, and the free expression of difference.”27 Liechty and Clegg further continue 

by saying that this “is expressed in destructive patterns of relating” and they conclude that only 

when people “start taking active responsibility for this, will there be sufficient communal 

energy generated” to move beyond the sectarian system.28 In other words, to achieve positive 

peace, continuous work over generations is required and to move beyond sectarianism requires 

“strategies of transformation and mitigation”, and the most difficult aspect is that this change 

requires “a willingness and openness” from all the involved sectarian communities.29 Not only 

the obvious but also the more subtle and political correct forms of sectarianism should be 

recognised, because the granted beliefs and attitudes towards other groups strongly ingrain 

sectarianism in societies.          

 In contrast to the focus on one conflict, other studies aim attention on a more global 

approach related to identity-based conflicts. The usefulness of such an approach is reinforced 

by the comparison and analysis of different identity-based conflicts with the help of various 

scholars from different academic fields. A noteworthy study of this kind is Understanding 

Peace and Conflict Through Social Identity: Contemporary Global Perspectives. Shelley 

McKeown, Haji, Reeshma and Neil Ferguson aim to show how social identity and peace 

psychology are related to both conflict and peace-building. Through several case-studies over 

the world, such as on South-Africa, Northern Uganda, Rwanda, Northern-Ireland, Cyprus, 

Kosovo, and the United Arab Emirates, the authors conclude: “what is needed is a greater 

understanding of the role of identity in the interpretation of threat associated with political 

conflict and its role in the transformation of conflict.”30 Such understanding is essential “to 

guide interventions or policy aimed at protecting groups and individuals harmed through 

conflict or where threatened identities are creating obstacles to conflict transformation.”31 This 

2016 study is important and provides relevant knowledge about identity issues; nonetheless, 

                                                           
26 Joseph Liechty and Cecelia Clegg, Moving Beyond Sectarianism: Religion, Conflict, and Reconciliation in 

Northern Ireland (Dublin: Columba Press, 2001), 337-346. 
27 Liechty and Clegg, Moving Beyond Sectarianism, 102-147 
28 Liechty and Clegg, 147. 
29 Ibidem, 147. 
30 Shelley McKeown, Reeshma Haji and Neil Ferguson, Understanding Peace and Conflict Through Social 

Identity: Contemporary Global Perspectives (New York: Springer, 2016), 368. 
31 McKeown, Haji and  Ferguson, Understanding Peace and Conflict, 368. 

https://www.booktopia.com.au/search.ep?author=Shelley%20McKeown
https://www.booktopia.com.au/search.ep?author=Reeshma%20Haji
https://www.booktopia.com.au/search.ep?author=Neil%20Ferguson
https://www.booktopia.com.au/search.ep?author=Shelley%20McKeown
https://www.booktopia.com.au/search.ep?author=Reeshma%20Haji
https://www.booktopia.com.au/search.ep?author=Neil%20Ferguson
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less attention is given to the Middle Eastern region and moreover: the Syrian conflict was not 

discussed at all.            

 To fill up this academic lacunae, other studies have focused on the Middle Eastern 

region such as the important 2017 study, Sectarianization: Mapping the New Politics of the 

Middle East, by Nader Hashemi and Danny Postel demonstrates. This study aims to challenge 

“the lazy use of “sectarianism” as a magic-bullet explanation” for the Middle Eastern turmoil 

in which seemingly “ancient sectarian differences” and “putatively primordial forces” are 

making conflicts intractable.32 The authors want to answer the questions why sectarian conflict 

between Muslims has intensified in recent years, “what explains the upsurge in sectarian 

conflict at this particular moment in Muslim multiple societies, and “how can we best 

understand this phenomenon?”33        

 Hashemi and Postel propose the term sectarianization which is “a process shaped by 

political actors operating within specific contexts, pursuing political goals that involve popular 

mobilization around particular (religious) identity markers.”34 In the book, several scholars 

from different academic disciplines explore the dynamics of sectarianisation and intend to point 

out the internal and external factors, such as the rivalry between Iran and Saudi Arabia, within 

Middle Eastern societies to understand why and how this has happened. Case studies of 

Pakistan, Iraq, Saudi Arabia, Iran, Bahrein, Lebanon, Yemen, and Syria make it clear in the 

concluding chapter that “sectarian identities are created, and evolve over time, as the outcome 

of mobilization by elites who in turn provide a narrative about the nature and boundaries of the 

group.”35            

 The manipulation by authoritarian political elites has contributed to sectarian violence 

within Middle Eastern communities according to Timothy D. Six.36 Peacebuilding efforts in 

sectarian conflict societies should rely on “process-related options at the regional, national, and 

local levels” and Six continues by arguing that religious and lay leaders, religious, lay and other 

civil society groups should actively focus on discussing, reforming and readjusting religious 

precepts and beliefs to create a more inclusive and tolerant society.37 This study broadly 

                                                           
32 “Sectarianization Mapping the New Politics of the Middle East Edited by Nader Hashemi and Danny Postel,” 

Hurst, accessed October 20, 2017, http://www.hurstpublishers.com/book/sectarianization/. 
33 Hashemi and Postel, Sectarianization: Mapping the New Politics of the Middle East, 4. 
34 Hashemi and Postel, 4. 
35 Ibidem, 259. 
36 Six believes that “a deeper understanding of how sectarian group identity has taken shape in these countries 

and through-out the region, and how difference along sectarian lines is maintained socially over time, is essential 

to identifying and understanding the conditions under which measures can be taken to monitor, manage, reduce, 

and resolve sectarian strife through peacebuilding.” Hashemi and Postel, 260. 
37 Ibidem, 265.  

http://www.hurstpublishers.com/book/sectarianization/
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sketches out some of the many elements of a conflict analysis which aims to move forward to 

the de-sectarianisation of Syria, but it does not provide a thorough analysis of how Syrian 

identity issues, such as the Alawite identity, are constructed and should be dealt with.  

Secondly, this study aims to combine the above identity-based conflict theories and studies with 

the religious and historical scholarship on the Nusayris/Alawites. Scholarly interest in the 

Alawites was scarce, until in 1971 for the first time in the history of modern Syria, an Alawite 

by the name of Hafiz al-Assad officially became president of Syria. Because it is assumed that 

the socioeconomic status of the Alawites changed drastically in the 1970s, Stefan Winter rightly 

observes that because of current scholarly interest in the Alawis, such studies have generated, 

or at least contributed to, a distorted narrative in which “the older history of the ‘Alawis is often 

treated in essentialist terms and reduced to a single overarching theme of religious deviance, 

marginality, and oppression.”38        

 Publications in Arabic regarding the Nusayris are not always reliable as such 

publications often present an apologetic, a negative or a positive propagandistic narrative. 

Because of this “propaganda”, Yaron Friedman thinks that these “studies” can therefore not be 

considered as entirely objective.39 Compared with Arabic publications, Max Weiss adds that 

Western “scholarly discussion of sectarianism in modern Syria may run the risk of reifying 

sectarian identities, practices and modes of imagination.”40 It is therefore necessary to discuss 

the history of Western scholarly debate concerning the Nusayri religion, identity and origins to 

understand Winter’s and Weiss’ concerns.41      

 Western research on the Nusayri religion and its origins began in the nineteenth century 

“with French orientalism in the 19th century through the French encounter with their (later) 

colonial subjects in Lebanon and Syria.”42 This kind of “knowledge-gathering”, whether it were 

British or French, was necessary “to define their subjects and reify their beliefs, and perpetuated 

‘communalism’ to enhance, justify and sustain their political control.”43 Sajjad Rivizi contends 

                                                           
38 Stefan Winter, A History of the ‘Alawis (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2016), 1. 
39 Friedman, The Nuṣayrī-ʻAlawīs), 68. 
40 Max Weiss, “Community. Sect, Nation: Colonial and Social Scientific Discourses on the Alawis in Syria 

during the Mandate and early Independence Periods.” in Michael Kerr and Craig Larkin,  The Alawis of Syria 

War, Faith and Politics in the Levant (London: C. Hurst & Co Publishers Ltd, 2015), 63-75, 64. 
41 Perhaps one of the best detailed overview of the flaws of Western scholarship concerning the Nusayri religion 

and the flaws of the depictions of Alawites in Medieval hersiographical literature. Ahmad Chehab, “Alawites of 

Syria: Some Reflections on Theological Takfir,” Academia, 2014, accessed November 4, 2017, 

https://www.academia.edu/7088320/Alawites_of_Syria_Some_Reflections_on_Theological_Takfir. 
42 Sajjad H Rizvi, “Reviewed Work: The Nuṣayrī-ʿAlawī Religion: An Enquiry into its Theology and Liturgy. 

(Jerusalem Studies in Religion and Culture Vol. 1) / دراسة في عقيدة النصيرية وطقوسها الدينية by Meir M. Bar-Asher, 

 ,Aryeh Kofsky,” Journal of Qur'anic Studies 5, no. 1 (2003): 82-88, 88, accessed October 20, 2017 ,مير م. بار أشير

http://www.jstor.org.proxy-ub.rug.nl/stable/25728095?seq=1#page_scan_tab_contents. 
43 Rizvi, “Reviewed Work: The Nuṣayrī-ʿAlawī Religion,” 88. 

https://www.academia.edu/7088320/Alawites_of_Syria_Some_Reflections_on_Theological_Takfir
http://www.jstor.org.proxy-ub.rug.nl/stable/25728095?seq=1#page_scan_tab_contents
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that “early French orientalists sought to locate the Alawi community within remains of syncretic 

and heterodox Syrian Christianity” and that “these studies as well as previous and present 

interest, cannot be divorced from political interests.”44     

 The combination of Western orientalism and political concerns explains why American, 

German, French and British travellers, Christian missionaries, diplomates,  - some of them were 

members of the French Société Asiatique and of the American Oriental Society -  were the 

pioneers in the Nusayri studies.45 Generally speaking, one should be very wary of these 

accounts because it is not only based on their observations but often also on the unreliable 

speculative obtained knowledge provided by local people, without seriously questioning the 

content of it. Some of these travellers had not even lived among, or had had any contact with 

the Nusayris and this all strengthen the possible unreliability of such accounts.      

 Winter adds to this that even distinguished orientalist scholars have reiterated these 

egregious assertions “that the ‘Alawis are pagans, that they worship the sun, dogs, and female 

genitalia or partake in night- time sex orgies as part of their cultic practices.”46 Throughout 

history, such claims have become part of the common sectarian language and narratives that 

affirm certain identities and emphasises the “otherness” of sectarian groups and their assumed 

behaviour.             

 On the other hand there were indeed some Europeans who not only have had contact 

with Alawites in Syria but also aimed to collect more information and to obtain more reliable 

knowledge on the origins and religion of the Nusayris. Farhad Daftari thinks that the German 

traveller Carsten Niebuhr might have been the first European who actually met the Nusayris 

and “acquire some first-hand accurate information about them.”47 Gisela Prochazka-Eisl and 

Stephan Procházka strengthen this view by saying that he “was the first Westerner who brought 

reliable information about the Alawis to Europe.”48       

 Another noteworthy development was the use of Nusayri manuscripts, which signals a 

more scholarly attitude towards the Nusayri studies. One example is René Dussaud who, 

compared to others, had access to manuscripts of earlier published scholarly works on the 

Nusaryris as well as to a small European collection of obtained Nusayri manuscripts.49 The 

                                                           
44 Rizvi, 88. 
45 Friedman, 68, Winter, A History of the ‘Alawis, 3-6, and Farhad Daftary, a History of Shi’i Islam, (London: 

I.B. Tauris Publishers, 2013), 176-179.    
46 Winter, 3. 
47 Daftary, a History of Shi’i Islam, 176. 
48 Gisela Prochazka-Eisl and Stephan Procházka, The Plain of Saints and Prophets: The Nusayri-Alawi 

Community of Cilicia (Southern Turkey) and Its Sacred Places (Wiesbaden: Harrassowitz Verlag, 2010), 21. 
49 In his work one can find a comprehensive bibliography of twenty Nusayri manuscripts and 95 “Documents 

Non-Nonsairis, Géographes, Voyageurs et Divers” and René Dussaud substantiates that the Nusayris origins 
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Kitab al-bakura Sulaymaniyya -The Book of Sulaimân's First Ripe Fruit, Disclosing the 

Mysteries of the Nusairian Religion- was for him and for later academics an important source. 

 Another author who based his two influential works on a Nusayri document, the 

Mashyakha (Manual for Sheikhs), was Samuel Lyde.50 Patrick Seale and Meir M. Bar-Asher 

both contend that Lyde’s The Asian Mystery Illustrated in the History, Religion and Present 

State of the Ansaireeh or Nusairis of Syria is a pioneering work and that this is the first real 

monograph that focuses on the Nusayri religion.51 However, as Winter and Weiss already 

indicated, Lyde’s writings reveal a particular negative view of the Alawis by saying that “like 

most semi-barbarous mountain tribes, they take their revenge by descending and plundering on 

the plains; and requite the hatred of the Mussulmans by robbing and murdering them without 

mercy.”52 This revenge was explained by the fact that “the Ansaireeh are oppressed by the 

government.”53 Such sentences as well as others, such as “the state of (Alawi) society was a 

perfect hell upon earth”, have contributed to the sectarian language on the Alawite identity that 

circulates even today on the internet.54         

Early inquiries, most often done by French orientalists such as Barthélemy d’Herbelot, 

Constantine de Volney, Antoine Isaac Silvestre de Sacy, Ernst Renan, and  Henri Lammens 

sought to ascribe the Nusayri community inside the remnants of syncretic and heterodox 

elements of Syrian Christianity.55 A significant change can be found in later scholarship, 

                                                           
were not Christian.49 To strengthen this view Dussaud argues that the Nusayri divinity, “Ali est le Seigneur, 

Mohammed le Voile et Salman la Porte”, (…) ne parait pas inspirée de la trinité chrétien”, but should be found 

“dans les ancies cultes syro- phéniciens.” René Dussaud, Histoire et religion des Nosairîs, (Paris: É. Bouillon, 

1900), (20) XIII-XXIII and (95) XXIV-XXXV, 64. 
50 Samuel Lyde’s The Anseyreeh and Ismaeleeh: A Visit to the Secret Sects of Northern Syria with a View to the 

Establishment of Schools (1853) and secondly, The Asian Mystery Illustrated in the History, Religion and 

Present State of the Ansaireeh or Nusairis of Syria (1860). 
51 Meir Michael Bar-Asher, “The Iranian Component of the Nusayri Religion,” Iran: journal of the British 

Institute of Persian Studies Vol. 41 (2003): 217-227, 223 and Patrick Seale, Asad of Syria: The Struggle for the 

Middle East (Berkeley: University California Press, 1989), 10.  
52 Lyde, The Asian Mystery Illustrated in the History, Religion and Present State of the Ansaireeh or Nusairis of 

Syria (London: Longman, Green, Longman and Roberts, 1860), 219. 
53 Daniel Pipes, Greater Syria The History of an Ambition (New York: Oxford University Press, 1990), 165 and 

Lyde, The Asian Mystery Illustrated in the History, 219-222. 
54 Pipes, Greater Syria, 165 and Lyde, 219-222.  For instance a Facebook page, named  من هم العلويون والنصيريون

تركياالعرب في   (Who are the Alawites and the Arab Christians in Turkey?), demonstrates the reification of 

sectarian identities by using Lyde’s sentences on the 

Nusayris.https://www.facebook.com/permalink.php?story_fbid=469020579829466&id=154953607986479   
55Barthélemy d'Herbelot, Bibliothèque orientale ou Dictionnaire universel contenant géneralement tout ce qui 

regarde la connoissance des peuples de l'Orient (J.E. Dufour & P.H. Roux, Imprimeurs & Libraires, Affocies, 

1776); Constantin-François Volney, Travels Through Syria and Egypt in the Years 1783, 1784, and 1785 

(London: Printed for G.G.J. and J. Robinson, Pater-Noster-Row, MDCLLXXXVIII); Antoine Isaac Silvestre de 

Sacy, Exposé de la religion des Druzes Tiré des livres religieux de cette secte, et précédé d'une introduction et 

de la vie du khalife Hakem-biamr-Allah  (Paris: L'Imprimerie Royale, 1838), 565-567; Ernst Renan, (Paris, 

Imprimerie Impériale, 1864), 114;   Henri Lammens, “Les Nosairis furent-ils chretiens? A propos d'un livre 

recent,” Revue de I'Orient Chretien 6 (Paris: 1901), 33-50. 

https://www.facebook.com/permalink.php?story_fbid=469020579829466&id=154953607986479


12 

 

particularly the work of Heinz Halm, Louis Massignon, Henry Corbin, and Matti Moosa, by 

suggesting that the origins of the Nusayri religion, their precepts and their community should 

be searched in the historical developments of the extremist Shia groups, the so-called Ghulat 

sects.56            

 More recent studies are still evidence of the continuation of scholarly interest in the 

degree of influence of Christianity and other religions. Two such well-known specialised 

studies are Meir M. Bar-Asher and Aryeh Kofsky’s The Nusayri-Alawi Religion: An Enquiry 

into Its Theology and Liturgy and Friedman’s The Nusayri-Alawis: An Introduction to the 

Religion, History and Identity of the Leading Minority in Syria. Although noteworthy and 

important, even those studies contribute to a somewhat essentialist depiction of the Alawite 

history by saying that “the Nusayris also known as Alawis have been in power in Syria for the 

past three decades”, as mentioned in the introduction of Bar-Asher and Kofsky.57 The sentences 

of the title of Friedman the Leading Minority in Syria also obviously illustrate the sectarian 

narrative of the Alawite minority ruling over the Sunni majority. And despite the richness of 

their studies by studying Nusayri Arabic sources, Bar-Asher and Kofsky’s claim that their 

textual analysis might by some means give “a normative picture of current Alawi theology and 

liturgy” is entirely deceptive according to Rizvi, as he continues by saying that “how can a 

historical text define and contain the beliefs and practices of a contemporary believer? How do 

the Alawis themselves make sense of the texts that Bar-Asher and Kofsky have studied?”58 

 The above examples show the influence of Western scholarly interest in answering the 

question how can a “long deprecated as a heterodox mountain “sect” living on the geographic 

and social margins of the state” became the dominant sect in Syria?59 This combined with the 

academic reiteration of the sectarian myth that the ethnic-religious identity has always been 

essential for the Alawi community, because their assumed inferior religious status often 

determined their social, economic and political position. This theme of Alawite persecution for 

their odd and religious beliefs by the Sunni majority throughout history permeates current 

                                                           
56 Heinz Halm: ‘“Das Buch der Schatten”. Die Mufaddal-Tradition der Gulat und die Ursprünge des 

Nusairiertums’, Der Islam, 55 ( 1978 ): 219-266; Heinz Halm, Die islamische Gnosis: Die extreme Schia und die 

ʿAlawiten (Zurich and Munich: Artemis Verlag,1982), 240-274, 284- 355; Matti Moosa, Extremist Shiites: The 

Ghulat Sects (New York: Syracuse University Press,1987 ), 255-418; Weiss, “Community. Sect, Nation: 

Colonial and Social Scientific Discourses on the Alawis in Syria”, 71. See note 36 page 289: Louis Massignon, 

“Les “Noseïris” de Syrie,” Revue du monde musulman 38 (1920): 271-280;  

The Encyclopædia Iranica (New York: Eisenbrauns, Inc., 2009-2010), s.v. “ḠOLĀT,” accessed October 20, 

2017, http://www.iranicaonline.org/pages/about. 
57 Meir M. Bar-Asher and Aryeh Kofsky, The Nusayri-Alawi Religion: An Enquiry into Its Theology and Liturgy 

(Leiden: Brill, 2010), 1. 
58 Rizvi, 87. 
59 Winter, 1. 

http://www.iranicaonline.org/pages/about
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academic literature60, as Winter importantly emphasises.61              

 In his conclusion, Winter warns that documents, such as an imperial decree, a travel 

report, a heresiography, a theological treatise, that name the Nusayris or Alawites “as such 

directs automatically to their singularity and potential opposition with the rest of society.”62 It 

is therefore not surprising that, by using such texts, stories of sectarian strife have become 

normal in journalism on Syria or in the academic world. He continues by saying that 

“sectarianism has become a self-fulfilling prophecy in the current civil war” and the 

construction of a historical narrative of persecution and marginalisation is what he believes “in 

reality a circular argument.”63        

 To overcome this sectarian loop, he proposes to include more Alawite prosopographical 

and day-to-day administration documents to construct a more local history which aim to show 

more cooperation, accommodation and friendship between Alawites and other communities. 

Another important thing to do is to historically contextualise the sources that are indeed 

mentioning clashes with the Alawis or their religion rather than immediately assume a 

continuous policy of discrimination.64 Just like the positive attitude that conflicts can be 

transformed, Winter hints that after some measures of truth and reconciliation after the Syrian 

conflict has ended, new positive historical narratives can be constructed in  

Syria.65            

 Although Winter’s study and suggestions are important, he does not comment on how 

such historical knowledge should be used in peacebuilding activities that deals with identity 

issues. Moreover, even if Western academics have constructed a more realistic historical 

                                                           
60 Aslam Farouk-Alli, “Sectarianism in Alawi Syria,” 210, Leon Goldsmith, “’God Wanted Diversity’: Alawite 

Pluralist Ideals and their Integration into Syrian Society 1832–1973”, in British Journal of Middle Eastern 

Studies Volume 40, Issue 4, 2013, 395; Hanna Batatu, “Some Observations on the Social Roots of Syria's 

Ruling, Military Group and the Causes for Its Dominance,” in Middle East Journal, Vol. 35, No. 3 (Summer, 

1981), 334; Daniel Pipes, “The Alawi Capture of Power in Syria,” in Middle Eastern Studies, Vol. 25, No. 4 

(Oct., 1989), 434-437 and Mahmud A. Faksh, “The Alawi Community of Syria: A New Dominant Political 

Force,” in Middle Eastern Studies, Vol. 20, No. 2 (Apr., 1984), 133-135. Stefan Winter’s meticulously study A 

History of the 'Alawis: From Medieval Aleppo to the Turkish Republic rightly shows that the “Alawites” were 

much more politically, economically and socially integrated than the literature often assume in Greater Syria 

from the Medieval period of the Mamelukes till the Ottoman rule over Syria in 1516. Winter uses in his study 

Ottoman tax documents from the archives in Turkey and an unpublished Alawi biographical dictionary  the 

Khayr al-Sani‘a fi Mukhtasar Tarikh Ghulat al-Shi‘a by Husayn Mayhub Harfush (1959) and archival materials 

from the French Foreign Ministery. Winter, 2.   
61 “The problem with the notion of “historical persecution” and other such blanket assessments is that they are 

not borne out by the historical evidence. In basing their perception on fatwas, theological treatises, and narrative 

chronicles, historians have always tended to concentrate on the ‘Alawis’ normative separation from the rest of 

society and on episodic, inherently rare cases of communal conflict.” Ibidem, 2. 
62 Ibidem, 269. 
63 Ibidem. 
64 Ibidem, 269-270. 
65 Ibidem, 273. 
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narrative, to what extent will this be believed or even read among Alawites and other 

communities? The help of influential Alawite religious or lay persons and Alawite civil society 

organisations is not enough, because sustainable peacebuilding also involves other 

communities’ effort to overcome identity issues.       

 More problematic is the fact that a large degree of Alawites since 2007 actually believe 

the historical narrative of persecution and are afraid of the Sunni majority.66 The Alawite fears 

are not unrealistic as the 2016 Survey Study Sectarianism in Syria points out that “the majority 

of those who said there is one (or more) sect they do not trust (are) named Shiites (69.7%) and 

Alawites (67%).”67Sustainable peacebuilding is only possible when a conflict analysis takes 

into account the fear of the Alawites which is related to identity issues. To move beyond 

sectarianism, peacebuilding theorists cannot discard the historical knowledge of the Assad 

regime, the Alawites and their religion that are all part of the construction of the Alawite 

identity.             

This study not only aims to provide historical, political and religious knowledge and 

information on events that drives sectarianism in Syria, but also wants to offer a possible 

peacebuilding trajectory that might move beyond sectarianism by focussing on the Alawite 

identity. It also aims to answer the following questions: what is the Alawite identity and how 

has this identity been constructed throughout history? Which primary sources and historical 

narratives have contributed to the Alawite identity and current Syrian identity issues? Which 

specific historical narratives related to the Alawis should be more contextualised? Which 

political and socioeconomic developments inside and outside of Syria have contributed to 

sectarianism. What are the root causes of the Syrian conflict and which peacebuilding strategies 

and activities are necessary to overcome an identity-based conflict.             

 To answer my research questions, this study is divided into three chapters. Chapter 1, 

explains what an identity-based conflict such as caused by sectarianism is and how this 

                                                           
66 Torstein Schiøtz Worren, Fear and Resistance: The Construction of Alawi Identity in Syria (Master thesis in 

human geography, Dept of Sociology and Human Geography University of Oslo, February 2007). 

2007. By using discourse theory and fieldwork in Alawite areas, Worren’s thesis “argues that Alawi identity is 

constructed in direct opposition to the Sunni majority, where the Sunnis become ‘The Other’ that restricts ‘Us.” 

And According to the abstract: “Their history is connected to the present by the hatred they believe that the 

Sunnis nurture for them, meaning that the persecution and massacres of the past are still part of the present day. 

Culturally, they portray themselves as opposites to the Sunnis and see themselves as more similar to the 

Christians than to other Muslims. And politically, the fact that so many key figures in the regime are Alawis 

actually makes the Alawis feel even more threatened because it only gives those who hate them yet another 

reason to do so. Alawi discourses are therefore centred on fear: a fear of the future based on history and history's 

contemporary reincarnation in the form of Islamic extremism.” Joshua Landis, ““Alawi Identity in Syria,” M.A. 

Thesis by Torstein Worren,” Syria Comment, June 19, 2007, accessed October 20, 2017, 

http://www.joshualandis.com/blog/alawi-identity-in-syria-ma-thesis-by-torstein-worren/. 
67 The Day After (TDA), Sectarianism in Syria: Survey Study (Beyoğlu-İstanbul: TDA, 2016), 66-67, 92. 

http://www.joshualandis.com/blog/alawi-identity-in-syria-ma-thesis-by-torstein-worren/
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theoretical framework can be applied when analysing an identity-based conflict. Several 

features of social identity theory and collective identity will be examined (Subsection 1.1-1.2). 

An understanding of these different identities will make it clear how and why groups are 

formed, created and why they bond with each other (Subsection 1.3).    

 To understand the Syrian identity-based conflict it is essential to understand how 

intergroup conflict contribute to identity issues and to the intractability of the Syrian conflict 

(Subsection 1.4). The last Subsection analyses three different identity theories, primordialism, 

instrumentalism and constructivism, to point out their advantages and shortcomings. These 

insights make it clear that identities are constructed, can be changed and can be politically used 

although there are some identity features that are hard to change.       

 Chapter 2 analyses the construction of the Alawite identity and how it is related to 

identity issues and conflict. It is essential to understand which religious elements are 

contributing to identity issues (Subsection 2.1). Subsection 2.2 answers the question how the 

Alawite identity is constructed and how it is related to the political and socioeconomic status 

of the community from 1317 till 2016. The fatwas of several religious scholars will be analysed 

to understand which, how and why some of these Alawite identity components have been used 

(Subsections 2.2-2.2.3) to expound that the Nusayris/Alawites are apostates and non-Muslims.

 Subsection 2.2.4 to 2.2.4.3 analyses the changing Alawite identity from 1920 till 2016. 

The Alawite religious status has changed from apostates to members of the Muslim community 

(Subsection 2.2.4.1) in 1936 and the Alawite identity became more associated with Twelver 

Shiism (Subsection 2.2.4.2). Another essential primary source, the 2016 Declaration of an 

Identity Reform, will be analysed (Subsection 2.2.4.3). The 2016 identity reform is significant 

because it suggests that the Alawite faith is the third path of Islam.68     

 The last chapter aims to offer peacebuilding strategies and activities to move beyond the 

Syrian identity-based conflict. Subsection 3.1 analyses the concept of peacebuilding and a good  

understanding of this concept will make it clear that the identity issues cannot be resolved 

genuinely if the root causes of the conflict are not addressed and socioeconomic structural 

conditions are not changed (Subsection 3.2). Subsection 3.3 explains why peacebuilding 

activities should support democratic transition in post-conflict societies.    

 The 2012 report of a local Syrian civil society organisation will be analysed to illustrate 

how the NGO aims to provide key recommendations of transitional processes to achieve 

socioeconomic and political structural changes (Subsection 3.4). The last Subsection makes it 

                                                           
68 See page 1, Appendix I or Identity Reform or “Pdf Declaration of an Identity Reform,” Welt, 

http://www.welt.de/pdf/1085/Declaration.pdf (accessed December 10, 2017). 

http://www.welt.de/pdf/1085/Declaration.pdf
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clear that the conflict cannot really be transformed as long as damaged relationships in Syria 

have not been repaired and proposes some peacebuilding activities that might help to overcome 

identity issues such as those related to the Alawite identity.     

 By analysing primary sources, using secondary literature, websites and reports, this 

study argues that an analysis of the historical construction of the Alawite identity demonstrates 

how the Alawite identity is related to the present situation of the Syrian conflict. Current identity 

issues of the conflict connect the present with the past and a historical analysis provide essential 

information on how to discern which identity features are related to socioeconomic and political 

developments and events. An understanding of the overall historical context makes it clear 

which specific problems need to be resolved first and how destructive relational and 

socioeconomic patterns could be transformed.         
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Chapter 1 Theoretical Framework: Social Identity and Conflict 

1.1 Social Identity Theory: Self- and Collective Identity  

The social identity theory originated from social psychologists Henri Tajfel and John Turner, 

developed in the 1970s at the Bristol University in England. They aimed to understand and to 

identify the minimum of psychological conditions that cause members of one group, favouring 

their in-group, discriminate members of another outgroup.69 Intergroup behaviour can be 

explained by the concept of self-identity which means that an individual’s social identity derives 

from a perceived membership of any relevant social group in society.70    

 Tafjel would add that an individual’s knowledge of his membership comes “together 

with the value and emotional significance attached to that membership.”71  Gazi Islam is right 

by saying that Tafjel’s theory results in “an identification with a collective, depersonalized 

identity based on group membership and imbued with positive aspects.”72 While Lee Jussim, 

Richard D. Ashmore, and David Wilder do not necessarily disagree with Tafel, they also 

contend that his “definition is almost purely individualistic, focusing exclusively on how the 

individual thinks and feels about group memberships.”73     

 Compared with other authors, Thomas Hylland, Eriksen and Herbert C. Kelman nuance 

this individualistic connotation by arguing that ethic and national identities emerge within 

particular sociocultural contexts, such as “sociocultural discourses, national myths, and 

intergroup relations.”74 Because the aforementioned sociocultural elements are essential to the 

development of any particular national or ethnic identity, they think that “social identity resides 

                                                           
69 Kriesberg and Burgess, “Identity Issues”; Gary Taylor and Steve Spencer, Social Identities: Multidisciplinary 

Approaches (New York: Routlegde, 2004), 1-11; Ljubomir Danailov Frckoski, Negotiation in Identity Conflicts, 

3rd ed. (Skopje: Magor Doo Skopje, 2012), 9-57;  Morton Deutsch, Peter T. Coleman, and Eric C. Marcus, The 

Handbook of Conflict Resolution Theory and Practice, 2nd ed. (San Francisco: Jossey-Bass A Wiley Imprint, 

2006), 1-20;  Peter J. Burke and Jan E. Stets, Identity Theory (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2009), 18-31; 

Richard D. Ashmore and Lee Jussim, Self and Identity: Fundamental Issues (Rutgers Series on Self and Social 

Identity Volume I) (New York: Oxford University Press, 1997), 3-16, 218-229; Lisa Strömbom, Israeli Identity, 

Thick Recognition and Conflict Transformation (London: Palgrave Macmillan in, 2013), 1-66. 
69 Richard D. Ashmore, Lee Jussim, and David Wilder, Social Identity, Intergroup Conflict, and Conflict 

Reduction (Rutgers Series on Self and Social Identity Volume III) (New York: Oxford University Press, 2001), 3-

36; McKeown, Haji and Ferguson, 3-17; Richard Jenkins, Social Identity, 2nd ed. (London: Routledge, 2004), 1-

7. 
70 Mark Tomass, The Religious Roots of the Syrian Conflict The Remaking of the Fertile Crescent (New York: 

Palgrave Macmillan, 2016), 1-25. 
71 Henri Tajfel, Human Groups and Social Categories: Studies in Social Psychology (Cambridge: Cambridge 

University Press, 1981), 255. 
72 Gazi Islam, ed., Encyclopedia of Critical Psychology (New York: Springer-Verlag, 2014), s.v. “Social Identity 

Theory,” 1781-1783, accessed October 22, 2017, https://link.springer.com/referenceworkentry/10.1007%2F978-

1-4614-5583-7_289.  
73 Ashmore, Jussim, and Wilder, Social Identity, Intergroup Conflict, 6. 
74 Ashmore, Jussim, and Wilder, 6. 

https://link.springer.com/referenceworkentry/10.1007%2F978-1-4614-5583-7_289
https://link.springer.com/referenceworkentry/10.1007%2F978-1-4614-5583-7_289
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at least partly within one’s national or cultural community, rather than exclusively within the 

individual.”75            

 Louis Kriesberg acknowledges different combinations of many identifications which 

might contribute to one’s self-identity, but he continues by saying that “identities are actually 

much wider than that”, because “they are also collective” as those “identities extend to countries 

and ethnic communities.”76 This means that an individual’s self-identity has a connection with, 

or at least is influenced by, a collective identity.        

 This does not mean that the term “collective identity” has no conceptual problems 

because “Collective identity has been treated both too broadly and too narrowly”, according to 

Francesca Pollettal and James M. Jasper.77 By studying the relationship between social 

movements and collective identity, Pollettal and Jasper argue that “this this definitional 

catholicity has obscured key questions” such as “Are collective identities imposed on groups 

or invented by them? Do individuals choose collective identities to maximize their self-interest 

or do interests flow from identities? How is collective identity different from ideology? From 

interest? From solidarity?”78          

 To answers these questions, the authors use a comprehensive definition of collective 

identity and this is an “individual’s cognitive, moral, and emotional connection with a broader 

community, category, practice, or institution.”79 A collective identity is also “a perception of a 

shared status or relation, which may be imagined rather than experienced directly, and it is 

distinct from personal identities, although it may form part of a personal identity.”80 Pollettal 

and Jasper also believe that these identities “are expressed in cultural materials-names, 

narratives, symbols, verbal styles, rituals, clothing, and so on-but not all cultural materials 

express collective identities.”81 To end their comprehensive definition, the authors go on to say 

that a collective identity does not entail “the rational calculus for evaluating choices that 

                                                           
75 Ibidem, 6. 
76 Kriesberg and Burgess, “Identity Issues” and see note 84 for more details about nation-states, nations and 

nationalism. When Anthony Smith has to answer the question what the relationship is between nationalism and 

ethnicity, he argues that “This is a complex question, and it is extremely difficult to decide the point at which 

ethnicity or an ethnic community, as I would call it, becomes a nation. But it seems to me that when there is a 

definite movement- and this is where nationalism comes in -to create a distinct common culture, and laws and 

customs, and to standardize the cultural heritage and boundaries, then we have the moment of crossing over into 

nationhood.” Alex Stark, “Interview – Anthony D. Smith,” E-International Relations (E-IR), September 3, 2013, 

accessed October 22, 2017, http://www.e-ir.info/2013/09/03/interview-anthony-d-smith/. 
77 Francesca Polletta and James M. Jasper, “Collective Identity and Social Movements,” Annual Review of 

Sociology, 27 (2001): 283-305, 283, accessed October 22, 2017, 

http://faculty.sites.uci.edu/polletta/files/2011/03/2001-Polletta-and-Jasper-Collective-Identity.pdf. 
78 Polletta and Jasper, “Collective Identity and Social Movements,” 285. 
79 Polletta and Jasper, 285. 
80 Ibidem, 285. 
81 Ibidem. 

http://www.e-ir.info/2013/09/03/interview-anthony-d-smith/
http://faculty.sites.uci.edu/polletta/files/2011/03/2001-Polletta-and-Jasper-Collective-Identity.pdf
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“interest” does” and in contrast to an ideology, a collective identity brings about positive 

feelings for other individual group members.82       

 Pollettal and Jasper’s conclusion is quite instructive to point out the complex dynamics 

of collective identity which stands for “imagined as well as concrete communities, involves an 

act of perception and construction as well as the discovery of pre-existing bonds, interests, and 

boundaries.”83 A collective identity is not only “fluid and relational”, but it also emerges out 

“of interactions with a number of different audiences” and does not imply a monolithic entity.84 

The identity of a collective “channels words and actions” which enables any “claims and action 

but delegitimising others.”85 For individuals, a collective identity is important because it 

provides categories in which they make sense of the world by separating this world into parts.86 

 Kriesberg adds to the above that three important settings shape collective identities. 

Firstly, “internal factors within each group” which means that certain attributes will affect in-

group members’ identities and their viewpoints on the outgroup. Secondly, “relations with 

adversary groups” which explains that in-group and outgroup identities (positive, negative or 

mixed) are created by intergroup interaction. Certain in-group and outgroup identities may 

become more persistent when violence and coercion are involved. Consequently, this influences 

the course of a conflict.”87 Thirdly, “the social context of the groups’ interaction” which points 

out that the social setting affects the identities of the in-group and outgroup when conflicting 

groups are competing with each other.88        

 All in all, it is still a reasonable claim that there is an individual and collective identity 

that are characterised by a dialectical relationship. And while identities are individual or 

collective and related to each other, these identities do not necessarily explain intergroup 

conflicts. Marilynn B. Brewer argues that “the formation of in-groups and in-group 

identification arises independently of attitudes toward outgroups.”89 Acknowledging that 

attachment to in-groups are essential for an individual’s “survival and well-being”, she rightly 

contends that such an attachment does not instantly result in “hostility and intergroup 

                                                           
82 Ibidem. 
83 Ibidem, 298. 
84 With audiences, the authors are mentioning “bystanders, allies, opponents, news media, and state authorities” 

Ibidem. 
85 Ibidem.  
86 Ibidem. 
87 Kriesberg and Burgess, “Identity Issues.” 
88 Ibidem. 
89 Marilynn B. Brewer, “Ingroup Identification and Intergroup Conflict: When Does Ingroup Love 

Become Outgroup Hate?”, in Ashmore, Jussim, and Wilder, , Social Identity, Intergroup Conflict, and Conflict 

Reduction, 17 
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conflict.”90 The history of a group’s formation might reveal certain actions and behaviour of 

“individuals within the hierarchy of the group.”91 This means that the identification and 

formation of groups need to be understood before outgroup hostility can be discussed. 

1.2 Bonding: Identity-, Open identity-, and Resource-sharing Groups 

Identification with a group is essential for group formation, but also “bonding”, an emotional 

feeling of being close with other group members, establishes close personal relationships with 

other members. The formation of groups or the bonding of individuals within groups is often 

based on psychological and material grounds. This creates a feeling of, recognition, security 

and comfort, but also gives material advantages. Both bonding and identification are part of 

generating and maintaining certain groups and are also called identity-sharing groups.92 Brewer 

adds that for the individual this means that the identification with a group “represents the extent 

to which the in-group has been incorporated into the sense of self, and at the same time, that 

the self is experienced as an integral part of the in-group.”93   

 Within bonding, there are two well-known forms of binding. The first is most common 

when individuals confirm their heritage of race, ethnic group, sect, family, religion, or religious 

sect.94 These primordial features are granted to the individual at birth and as such, these groups 

are known as closed identity-sharing. The second way of bonding is when persons choose to 

bind with other group members for personal reasons. Such groups are named open identity-

sharing groups and are most often based on religious, political, or professional identification 

with other members of a group. This explains that the dynamic processes of identification and 

bonding can create new social identities compared with closed identity-sharing groups.95  

 Closed and open identity sharing groups may transform into resource-sharing groups 

and is based on the advantages of informal relationships with other group members. Closed 

identity-sharing, open identity-sharing and resource-sharing groups may all provide their 

members several advantages, such as various forms of security which might be established 

through marriage, business, physical protection, and solidarity. All possible advantages create 

the incentive for members to remain loyal to the group.96 The principle of reciprocity can be 

found in every group, but identity-based resource sharing groups differ from other groups due 
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to the implicit focus on the reciprocal tendency of sharing resources.    

 It is important to emphasise that individuals may bond with a variety of identity sharing 

groups. This means that not only individuals can have multiple identities, but they can also 

identify and bond with other identity-sharing groups, and as a result, the prioritisation of one 

identity over other identities may indicate how individuals prioritize that specific identity.97 

Drawing upon important sources for social values, persons may prioritise ethnic, religious, and 

sectarian identities instead of other identities, such as local or national identities.98 While it is 

often assumed that religious identity may be one of the most important in the Middle East, one 

should not forget that in a more homogeneous religious region, class, family, tribal, or clan 

identities are also possible lines of demarcation among people. Bonding is therefore essential 

for a collective identity and identification with a group and bonding with in-group members 

might result in a persistent collective identity which may also lead to intergroup conflict.  

1.3 Intergroup Conflict: Identity Effects on the Intractability of a Conflict 

Competition over scarce economic and social resources might explain a perceived conflict of 

interests between the in- and outgroup. If the competition for the same resources has become a 

sincere threat to one group, the link between the survival of the in-group and the destruction of 

the outgroup is obvious.99 The question arises if such an intergroup conflict is based on a 

realistic conflict of interests; nonetheless, even when it is not an objective conflict of interests,   

such a threat contributes to the importance of an identity which also might affect the 

intractability of the conflict.100 The difficulty with intergroup conflicts arises when “conflicts 

related to highly significant identities have a tendency to persist”101 Not only economic and 

social resources, but also other attributes such as “village, region, or country of birth and 

ancestral attachment” can be a source of threat which contributes to persistent, non-

compromising, adversarial, and primary identities.102    

 Bonding to a group, Brewer calls this “the social and psychological functions served by 

in-group formation and identification”, provides in-group attachment and loyalty which are 

necessary for collective action.103 Collective action is therefore based on mutual trust and 

loyalty between members of the in-group and lays the groundwork for intergroup conflict. 
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Obligatory interdependence is a mechanism based on mutual trust and loyalty and ensures long-

time survival. In order to survive, people have to rely on others’ willingness to share 

information, to provide aid, and to share resources. This cooperation mechanism for survival is 

inherent in group formation, identification and bonding which explains in-group behaviour that 

“reinforces expectations of mutual cooperation and trustworthiness.”104   

 Mutual trust, loyalty and cooperation are often implicit extended to any member of the 

in-group even when one is not personally related to this in-group member. This is called 

depersonalised trust and only in-group members will benefit from this, which in itself might 

strengthen individuals to become more attached to or to assure oneself that one is a member of 

the in-group.105 Another implicit aspect of depersonalised trust is that in-group members will 

monitor and evaluate other members according to the assumed in-group’s behaviour and 

conduct. This establishes in-group expectations about “appropriate in-group attitudes and 

behaviour.106           

 Identification with a group and bonding with other in-group members establish a shared 

in-group membership which means that theoretically all other members of the in-group will 

“live by the codes of conduct that bind them as a group.”107 Because in-groups provide the 

essential “inclusion and differentiation needs at the individual level”, those groups specify the 

fundamental boundaries on shared trust and responsibility which distinguish them from the 

outgroup. Intergroup comparison based on differences in intergroup behaviour may provide 

negative stereotypes and distrust. This is especially the case within the social setting of a 

possible conflict between different social groups, which of course also influences identity 

issues.108            

 These universal stereotypes characterise in-group-outgroup differences and are often 

based on the promotion of the outgroup’s “particular interpretations of history, economic 

relations, or for instance God.109 These stereotypes might become more pronounced when an 

individual feels unease and discomfort when interacting with members of the outgroup. Such a 

process of evaluating intergroup differences in a negative way might result in more intergroup 

anxiety which can ultimately lead to the more destructive intergroup emotions of hatred, fear 

or aversion.110           
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 Discrimination in words and actions based on emotions of moral superiority might result 

in conflict or hostility between groups. This depends on the specific situation; however, two 

other important threats to the identity of the in-group are firstly, “social changes that give rise 

to the prospect of close contact, integration, or influence from the outgroup”, and secondly, “the 

threat of loss of distinctiveness, accompanied by feelings of invasion.”111 Fear and anger are 

the distinctive emotions generated by the second form of treat and these emotions “propel action 

against the outgroup rather than mere avoidance.”112 The emotions of contempt created by 

moral superiority combined with anger, created by the loss of distinctiveness and fear of 

invasion, provide the necessary elements that ignite “hatred, expulsion, and even ethnic 

cleansing.”113            

 Moral superiority, lack of faith in outgroups, and social comparison “are all processes 

that emerge from in-group maintenance and favouritism” and this might result in an intractable 

conflict.114 Unrealistic grievances, sense of victimhood, “the absence of realistic conflict over 

material resources or power” may also contribute to the degree of intractability.   

 These group processes and the developing of more negative emotions towards the 

outgroup may exacerbate when groups are political entities. Religious leaders, politicians, or 

other important group leaders may manipulate outgroup and in-group identities, mobilise the 

in-group, and even justify collective violent actions against the outgroup “to secure or maintain 

political power.”115  Identities related to social and economic resources may be easily exploited 

for political purposes. When fear is evoked by a possible control of outsiders or an outgroup 

threat, realistic or not, and this is perceived as such, group loyalty and cohesion are more 

strengthened. The psychological state of fear and perceived threat result in an individual’s 

identity based on self-interest being less important in such a situation than the collective identity 

of the group.     

1.4 Identity-based Conflict: Primordialism, Instrumentalism and Constructivism 

Another concern when discussing identity issues in intractable conflicts by using the social 

identity theory is the primary debate between primordialists, constructivists and 

instrumentalists.116 Afa’anwi Ma’abo Che argues that primordialism explains that “ethnic 
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identity is assigned at birth, inherent in human nature, and passed on genealogically from 

generation to generation.”117 This essentialist’s viewpoint means that ethnic identity is 

unchanging and consequently, these ancestral blood ties strengthen cooperation and 

neighbourliness among members of the ethnic in-group. When there is a conflict with another 

group, members of the same ethnic group are working together to foment hostility and conflict 

with the outgroup.118 Viewing conflicts through a primordial lens, irreconcilable ancient 

conflicts, such as ethnic conflicts, or more religious framed conflicts, such as the Sunnis versus 

Shiites and the Alawite minority versus the Sunni majority in Syria, are inevitable because of 

ethnic or religious differences between groups.       

 While some of the most violent atrocities and worst genocides might be explained by 

primordialism, this theory does not explain why in some ethnically heterogeneous countries, 

such as Botswana, ethnic violence does not occur.119 Dodeye Uduak Williams agrees with this 

but still argues that “the primordialist theory is useful in explaining the emotive dimension of 

ethnic conflicts and offers insight into the passion-driven behaviour of ethnic groups”120 Al 

McKay points out three problems concerning this theory. First, “it has a dangerous leaning 

towards racism” and “it is essentially mono-causal.”121 He continues by arguing that secondly, 

a sound theory should “appreciate the complexity of internal conflict in relation to the 

interaction of various socio-economic factors.”122 Thirdly, “the ancient hatreds explanation 

cannot account for the timing of an outbreak of violence nor can it account for phases of inter-

ethnic group co-operation or peace.”123 Thus, primordialism fails to explain the structural, 

economic and political processes that are part of any given conflict.    

 By viewing conflicts through an instrumentalist lens, ethnic conflicts are not necessarily 

explained by differences in ethnic identities. This theory contends that ethnic conflicts most 
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likely occur when ethnic identities are politicised or manipulated to engender socio-economic 

and political advantages by one ethnic group over another ethnic group. “Ethnicity” is therefore 

used as an instrumental tool and provides strategic ways to form coalitions in order to obtain 

economic resources or political power. Williams substantiates that this theory “argues that it is 

rational for parties to organize along ethnic lines depending on the benefit it brings to them.”124 

Based on Paul Collier and Anke Hoeffle’s 2002 article, he further argues that many conflicts 

“happen in relation to opportunities for primary commodity predation.” 125 Collier and Hoeffle 

suggest that greed is stronger than grievances and that hence, greed is one of the main cause 

for ethnic conflict.126 Assuming that “ethnic conflict arises among rational agents over scarce 

resources”, Williams continues by contending that an “ethnic conflict is therefore the result of 

factor’s rational activity of widespread interest such as prosperity, power and security.”127  

 Instrumentalism might also explain why groups are fighting or cooperating with each 

other. To decide whether cooperation or conflict is the best choice, a  cost-benefit analysis has 

to be done by the groups. This theory might also be useful to find out why people are involved 

in ethnic conflicts by following their in-group while as an individual, they are not necessarily 

convinced. A conflict analysis by using such a theory, such as the ethnic conflict of the 

Democratic Republic of Congo, often points out that a failing state and its institutions, elite 

manipulation, and illicit exploitation of mineral sources are some of the main ingredients for 

ethnic conflict.128           

 Only a few elites who want to gain as much as much political power and economic 

resources are assumed to be the driving force behind ethnic conflicts.129 When authors are 

seeking for conflict transformation, they tend to focus too much on strategies to reconstruct and 

to build a new state.130 Although this is important, differences in identities tend to be ignored 

in such strategies, as Walker Connor warns us that ethnic strife is often implied in the “us-them” 
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syndrome.131               

 Political and economic resources used by political elites to incite an ethnic conflict 

might be a plausible explanation. If the desire for material gains explains the behaviour of some 

politicians, this desire should therefore also explicate why in some ethnic conflicts genocide, 

rape, torture, and severe humiliation occur. While it might be possible to argue that such events 

are part of a political strategy, it does not explain enough why some groups resort to such 

horrendous acts. This means that the theory might explain the political elite’s behaviour but not 

all of the actions of the majority of other in-group members. Williams rightly contends that 

“without the emotive content that primordialism emphasize” it is not possible to understand the 

complexity of an ethnic conflict.132 The emotive content, such as feelings of fear, anger, anxiety 

and mass sentiments, play an important role how the elite use ethnicity effectively. Without 

these emotions it is most likely difficult for politicians to mobilise mass participation along 

ethnic lines because politicians “only recognise it and appeal to it.”133   

 Thomas Hylland Eriksen adds to this discussion that the Yugoslav conflicts “were never 

conflicts over the right to assert one’s ethnic or cultural identity, but were based on competing 

claims to rights such as employment, welfare, and political influence.”134 Eriksen is right by 

saying that a conflict analysis should explain why conflicts over resources are framed in 

ideological, regional, clan-based or ethnic terms.135 He thinks that the term “ethnic conflict” is 

misleading “to classify phenomena or to explain hostilities”, because what all the conflicts have 

in common is that conflicts’ “successful appeal to collective identities.”136 These collective 

identities are perceived “locally as imperative and primordial identities”, either based on 

descent and kinship, religious doctrines and practices, or based on region.137 Because of a 

conflict’s appeal to collective identities, Eriksen prefers the term “identity politics” as this is a 

more generic term “for all such political movements.”138    

 Ma’abo Che agrees with Williams and Eriksen and further adds that “instrumentalism 

appears a more nuanced theory as it recognises the relevance of political and socio-economic 

structural dynamics to account for temporal and geographical variations in the occurrence of 
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ethnic conflicts.”139 He continues by saying that instrumentalism cannot explain sufficiently 

“why people easily, cooperatively, and effectively mobilize along ethnic lines”, because 

instrumentalism focusses on the manipulation and politicisation of ethnicity as the primary 

causes of grievances which ultimately lead to ethnic conflicts.140 Primordialism might provide 

the knowledge why people identify with groups and why and how groups’ identities bolster a 

sense of shared treats, shared values, shared interests, shared loyalty, and a shared sense of 

solidarity.141 All in all, the combination of destructive emotions shared among an ethnic group 

and the manipulation or politicisation of ethnicity by elites lay the foundation for collective 

actions, which might entail genocide, rape and torture.        

 Constructivism is a theory that contends that an ethnic identity is socially constructed, 

which implies that it is a fluid entity and can be formed and changed throughout history.  Daniel 

N. Posner argues that the constructivist literature points out that ethnic identities are social 

constructions with “identifiable origins and histories of expansion and contraction, 

amalgamation and division.”142 Ethnic groups and their identities are the result of political, 

social and historical processes.143 James D. Fearon and David D. Laitin add to this debate that 

an ethic identity refers to a social categorisation and social categories have two distinctive 

features: first, “rules of membership that decide who is and who is not a member of the 

category” and second, “content” which is “composed” of cultural attributes, such as religion, 

language, customs, and shared historical myths.”144 Moreover, depending on the circumstances, 

situational behaviour is expected from or obligatory for in-group members.145 Williams sees 

that such authors “argue that these social categories are not natural, inevitable or unchanging 

because it is not genes but the internal logic of social discourses that drives identity construction 

and condition individual’s identities with particular groups.”146     

 The constructionist theory emphasises the social construction and maintenance of 
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persistent and exclusive identities throughout history. Culture, religion, language, symbols, 

historical myths, and shared homeland or territory are essential features in provoking and 

maintaining conflicts between ethnic groups.147 Ethnicity is malleable, fluid and can be 

transformed with interethnic interaction which aims to “reinforce and perpetuate social 

differences for specific goals.”148 Stuart J Kaufman rightly contends that the decisive 

prerequisites for ethnic conflict “are ethnic myths and fears and the opportunity to act on them 

politically.”149 McKay agrees with Kaufman and further adds that the most dangerous symbols 

“are myths that justify political domination over particular geopolitical territory, which may 

have been lost in the past, and myths of past atrocities that can be used to justify fears of future 

genocide.”150          

 Constructivism has in common with primordialism that although ethnic identities are 

socially constructed, they can be internalised and evoke emotions in such a way that in-group 

members have a sense of a common identity with primordial traits, such as a shared language, 

religion, cultural values, and homeland. Compared with primordialism and instrumentalism, 

constructivism is a theory that might be more nuanced and combines the interaction between 

the individual’s interests, the role of agency and the socioeconomic and political process which 

might result in ethnic strife. Williams agrees but thinks that three theoretical disadvantages have 

to be considered: firstly, “constructivism does not explain why societies with similar historical 

processes and structural features commonly associated with conflict do not produce similar 

conflict histories.”151 To strengthen his argument, he mentions the example of Botswana.152 

Secondly, the theory does not sufficiently points out the timing of the sudden manifestation of 

the conflict.153 Thirdly, constructivism focusses too much on the macro level processes while 

this theory does not explain “what is happening at the grassroots level.”154 If Williams is correct, 

peacebuilding activities will focus more on state building strategies and might perhaps ignore 

essential causes of the underlying animosity.     

 Finally, primordialism, instrumentalism, and constructivism have their theoretical 

advantages and disadvantages to analyse an identity-based conflict. Although these theories are 
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most often discussing “ethnic conflicts”, the theories’ insights and recommendations are valid 

to understand identity issues that are involved in a conflict. Whilst there are some identity traits 

that might be difficult to modify, other identity features may be easier to alter by social 

processes. An identity-based conflict might be analysed with the help of the integration of the 

three theories, which suggests that the Syrian sectarian conflict mutually reinforces 

primordialist identities and instrumentalist grievances. Furthermore, the constructionist theory 

complements the other theories by seeing that identities are social constructions and are not 

fixed entities and can therefore be changed or adjusted. This justifies how a historical analysis 

of the construction of the Alawi identity is related to identity issues and conflict.   
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Chapter 2 Alawite Identity Issues and Conflict 

2.1 The “Genesis” and “Religious Precepts” of the Nusayri Community 

It is often assumed that the genesis and the religious precepts of the Nusayris originated around 

the second half of the ninth century when Abu Shu’ayb Mohammed Ibn Nusayr declared in 

what is now Iraq to be a prophet sent by the Tenth Shia Imam Ali al-Naqi or Ali al-Hadi. Ibn 

Nusayr also claimed to be the “doorway” of knowledge (bab) of the Eleventh Imam Hasan al-

‘Askari.155 To strengthen his argument, Ibn Nusayr also alleged to be the representative of the 

Twelfth Hidden Imam, the Mahdi, the prophesied redeemer of Islam.156 Because of these three 

claims based on Shia sources, Ibn Nusayr “was cursed and excommunicated” by the Shia 

community according to Friedman.157 Moreover, Ibn Nusayr’s doctrines are often associated 

with antinomianism (no obligation to obey any moral law), transmigration of the soul 

(metempsychosis) and his self-identification with the divine nature of the Imams.158 

 A group of learned disciples and most likely a larger group of ordinary adherents were 

following Ibn Nusayr. An important disciple of Ibn Nusayr is as-Sayyid al-Husayn ibn Hamdan 

al-Khasibi who embarked on a mission to convert people to Nusayrism throughout the Middle 

Eastern region.159  The genesis of the Nusayri community in Syria began when one of al-Khasibi 

adherents, Abu Said al-Maymun at-Tabarani, after he had been imprisoned for following Ibn 

Nusayr’s doctrines, went from Iraq to the coast of Latakia.160 At-Tabarani preached and 

eventually converted paganist peasants who lived there.161 As a consequence, at-Tabarani had 

also a group of followers and his writings, most likely being influenced by Ibn Nusayr, might 

have been fundamental for the development of Nuasayri religious precepts. These doctrines of 

course changed and developed throughout history so it is impossible to determine what 

constitutes “true” Nusayrism.162 Besides this, the Nusayri doctrines are often considered as 

“orthodox” and “heretical” in the Islamic world.       

 However, Winter importantly contends that such qualifications were only possible after 

certain “Shia” and “Sunni” movements had become politically and religiously more important 
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in certain areas as a result of the political support of certain rulers. Such support is necessary 

for the survival of religious movement’s precepts that define its religious boundaries.163 Only 

when some of the Sunni and Shia branches became more dominant, Nusayri precepts were 

denounced and qualified as heterodox. The reason behind this is that the Nusayri religion was 

considered a serious religious competitor. Compared with Sunni and Shia Islamic thinking, the 

assumed antimainstream character of Nusayri thought, such as speculative theology, 

metempsychosis, and saint worship might be less unusual than one might expect and may have 

attracted many rural inhabitants who were already familiar with such themes.164 Nusayri 

thought should therefore be considered as “an integral part of Islam’s vast and multifaceted 

movement of expansion, conquest, and mission” in the Middle East and North Africa region in 

the ninth and tenth century.165 Whoever decides what the “true” religious precepts are or 

determines what “religion” is, is in fact revealing the dynamics of interreligious power 

struggles.                 

 But compared to “mainstream Islam”, the syncretic elements of different non-Islamic 

and Islamic precepts and rituals are often taken for granted in the religion of the Nusayris. The 

defining religious characteristics of Nusayri precepts became more crystallised between the 

tenth and eleventh century.166 Firstly, some of these presumed syncretic doctrines were an 

adaptation of a pagan concept of a divine triad in which God, accompanied by two individuals, 

is revealing himself through seven cycles of history.167 Nusayris doctrines assume that when a 

virtuous Nusayri passed away he will be changed into a star and Nusayris who have sinned will 

be reborn as a Christian, Muslim or Jew.168        

 Secondly, Nusayri precepts might have adopted certain Shia features, such as the cult 

of the First Imam Ali ibn Abi Talib and the belief in the successive emanations of Imams.169 

Compared with Shia Islam it is often taken for granted that the Nusayris believe that the First 

Imam is in fact the reincarnation of God. The pagan concept of a holy trinity is transformed 

into the belief, firstly, that Imam Ali is the ma’na (essence or meaning) and secondly, that Imam 

Ali has through the eons been accompanied with the Prophet Mohammed, who was made of 

the light of Imam Ali, and the Prophet Mohammed is the ism or hijab (name or veil). Thirdly, 
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the Persian Salman al-Farsi, one of the companions of the Prophet, represents the third element 

of the triad.170 Imam Ali is the central figure in Nusayrism and as such, the supposed Nusayri 

“Shahada”, Islamic creed, is: “there is no deity but Ali, no veil but Muhammad, and no bab but 

Salman.”171 The “heretical” nature of the Nusayri “creed” is obvious when it is compared with 

the common Islamic Shahada “There is no god but God. Muhammad is the messenger of 

God.”172           

 Lastly, it is also presumed that the Nusayris have in common with Shia Ismaili or 

Seveners, Druzes or other Ghulat Muslim groups the idea that esoteric religious knowledge is 

hidden from the masses and that only the “initiated” can uncover and have knowledge of 

religious precepts and secrets.173 Another assumed distinctive feature of the Nusayri doctrines 

is the adoption of some Christian rituals and Saints, as the references of John the Baptist and 

Mary Magdalene show, and the use of ceremonial wine.174     

 Influenced most likely by Zoroastrian features, Neoplatonic philosophy and Eastern 

Christian Gnosticism, the Nusayri religion has become known in the literature as overtly 

“syncretistic” which is highly debatable, because it is reasonable to state that all religions are 

“historical amalgams of various older belief systems and influences.”175  

 Something else to bring to mind is that in Western Syria many religious movements 

were all competing with each other in their mission (da‘wah) to convert the masses.176 These 

missions suggest that there were some areas not “Islamised” yet before the tenth and eleven 

century.177 This might indicate that there were perhaps more Nusayri communities but that in 

the end they lost touch with Nusayrism “or were absorbed into the larger Shia tendencies.”178 

If this is correct then Nusayri communities might have lived in other areas and this nuances or 

even disavows the current pervasive academic narrative that the Nusayris were only living near 

the Syrian coast and isolated in the difficult accessible mountainous area of Latakia.179 Some 
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academics have characterised the Nusayris as “compact minority” because of the concentration 

of them in this area.180          

 Compared with the Nusayri da’wah “from Bagdad to Aleppo and other urban centres”, 

it is more difficult to ascertain the influence and dissemination of Nusayrism in the Syrian 

highlands.181 This obscurity can be explained by the fact that Nusayri or other well-known 

primary sources do not provide reliable insight into the extent to which predominantly illiterate 

rural people might have assimilated, or adapted the often complex religious precepts that most 

likely varied over a longer period of time in which more local variations might have existed.182 

 The crusaders, Ismaili Nizaris, Ayyubids, and Mamluks fought each other, have 

conquered and settled in some areas of Bilad al-Sham (Greater Syria). Despite the lack of 

historical sources it is assumed that the Nusayris were tributary to, had cordial relationships 

with, and fought with these “foreign invaders”.183 To establish a clear picture of what the 

Nusayri community was, where exactly they lived, and which of the community members 

actually interacted with these foreigners, is difficult to ascertain. Between the eleventh and 

twelve century the Nusayris may have become part of the power struggles between the Ismailis, 

the crusaders, and Ayyubids or at least have had some kind of relationship with them.       

 Perhaps the most important contributor to the “distinctiveness” of the Nusayri identity 

and the development of a confessional community is Abu’l-Layth Hasan ibn Yusuf al-Makzun 

al-Sinjari.184 Al-Makzun al-Sinjari is remembered as a  statesman, religious scholar and 

mystical poet who had not only written religious treatments, which were extensively 

commented on in Nusayri sources, but also “led or accompanied a new movement of 

immigration into the western highlands” that divided the Nusayri society along tribal lines that 

are characteristic of possible markers of Alawite identity today.185    

 The Alawites are not a monolithic community and they can be roughly divided into four 

main tribes or tribal confederations.186 These confederations consist of many smaller clans. The 

family of Hafez al-Assad belongs to the so-called Numailatiyyah section of the al-Matawiraha 

tribe and the al-Kalbiyyah consists of at least five branches.187 Several of the main tribal 
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groupings “with which Alawis would later claim affiliation” are generally known as the 

descendants of al-Mazkun’s soldiers and their relatives.188 His most important innovations in 

Nusayri religious thought are the rejection of taqiyya (dissimulation), emphasising the duty of 

jihad, and criticising monist Sufism.189 He is also known to stand up for the Nusayris from the 

Latakia region who asked him for help when Nusayris were slaughtered at Sahyun castle.190 

Although al-Makzun and his forces were defeated by Ismailis and Kurds, his leadership helped 

Nusayris in times of crisis to unify and consolidated the Nusayri society “in a way it had never 

been before.”191           

 Winter makes an important statement by saying that “Nusayrism” might have been “a 

question of subscribing to a particular set of esoteric Shi’i beliefs, either personally or mediated 

through the poets and village shaykhs of the rural hinterland” before the arrival of al-Makzun.192 

He goes on by arguing that “Nusayrism” has now become more in terms of belonging to a 

particular clan, following a leader, opposing Frankish and Muslim enemies, “and defending a 

particular collective.”193 While Nusayrism might at first have been a religious ideal with the 

openness for any person to convert to this belief, it has, in the beginning of the thirteenth 

century, become a more self-conscious political community.194     

 Even if the aforementioned Nusayri doctrines were in reality not as “heterodox” or 

“syncretic” and even quite familiar in some part of the rural hinterlands of Syria, the Nusayri 

precepts became a contentious topic in fatwas of Sunni religious scholars throughout history.  

2.2 The Changing Religious Status and Identity of the Nusayris/Alawites  

1317-2016 

2.2.1 Nusayris, Fatwas, Ibn Taymiyyah, Enmity and Ongoing Strife      

The word Nusayri “has become part of “a long-term sectarian dehumanization strategy” 

because Sunni jihadis view the Syrian conflict as “an existential religious struggle between 

Sunnis and Shiites.”195 However, for peacebuilders it is important to understand that the term 

“Nusayri” in medieval texts was often, perhaps always, used in a discriminatory and essentialist 

manner to “justify certain communal obligations, state punitive action, or simple, self-serving 

                                                           
188 Such as the al-Haddadun, al-Matawiraha, the Banu Ali, the Numaylatiyya and the Muhalaba,Winter, 40. 
189 Ibidem, 38. 
190 Ibidem, 39. 
191 Ibidem, 41 and Friedman, see “Al-Mazkun’s Innovations”, 53-56.  
192 Ibidem. 
193 Ibidem. 
194 Ibidem.  
195 Zelin and Smyth, “The Vocabulary of Sectarianism.” 



35 

 

moral reprobation.”196 It is most likely that the term “Nusayris” was never used by the Alawis 

themselves. If this is correct then the “Nusayri identity” is constructed by “others”: some 

religious scholars from different Sunni and Shia branches throughout the medieval period.

 A brief summary of the historical context, the content of the fatwas, the errors of Ibn 

Taymiyyah, and information on his relationship with the authorities will be given.197 Not only 

is such knowledge necessary to understand how identity issues could be resolved but it also 

reveals how identities are created and used for political purposes from medieval times till 2016.   

 In the Islamic world a fatwa is a “legal opinion or religious edict” issued by a mufti 

(qualified jurist) or other Islamic religious scholars who are trained in and have knowledge of 

the sharia (Islamic law).198 In short, a fatwa in spite of its importance is in fact only an advisory 

opinion and non-binding.199 Moreover, in order for the fatwa to be valid, the question and the 

religious scholar must have both “certain have certain qualities and conditions or modalities” 

(adab al-mufti wal-mustafti).200        

 The “syncretistic” and “odd” precepts of the Nusayris were seen as Ghulat by Shiites 

and takfir (a Muslim’s accusation –kafr- of apostasy) by Sunnis around the eleventh and twelve 

century.201 But the first fatwas in history against the Nusayris were only issued much later 

around the early fourteenth century by Ibn Taymiyyah.202 Friedman is right by saying that “we 

should ask ourselves why such a dramatic step was taken specifically in this period.”203 To 

answer this question he contends that the Mameluke policy was “extreme” because they had 

“liquidated” the Nizaris and had dealt with the frequent Mongol invaders, and eventually 

removed every sign of the crusader presence in Syria by destructing every “Crusader castle, 

settlement and port in the coastal territories, to prevent their” Reconquista.204 Because of this 

psychological state of constant fear of being invaded, the treatment of Nusayris was also 
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“extreme” as is demonstrated by the way the Mamelukes quelled the resurgence of the Nusayri 

ibn al-Ḥasan, the proclaimed Mahdi and 20,000 Alawites were killed.205    

 Friedman and others have described the Mameluke period as “extreme” in which 

continuous rebellions, massacres, and foreign invaders took place and during which period, 

from 1250 till 1516 when finally the Ottomans conquered Syria, the Nusayris and the 

Mamelukes were in an ongoing state of war. Such a historical context makes it politically 

understandable why the fatwas of Ibn Taymiyyah were issued against the adversaries of the 

Mameluke state.           

 It is problematic to view the fatwas and other Muslim religious historiographies as 

normative sources. These documents created a literary trope of Alawite persecution and enmity 

during the Mameluke period. Within the Ayyubid or Mameluke chronicles from the twelfth to 

the thirteenth century one can hardly find any references to the Nusayris, in spite of important 

events such as the conquest of coastal highlands in 1088 by Salah al-Din and the capture of the 

last crusader fortress in the 1290s by the Mameluke sultan Qualawun.206 Alawite sources 

provide a more nuanced picture according to Winter, who states that the “Sunni authorities’ 

attitude toward the community ranged from indifferent to cordial.”207    

 Based on the Khayr al-Sani’a fi Mukhtasar Tarikh Ghulat al-Shi’a of the Alawite 

Husayn Mayhub Harfush in 1959, an example of cordial relationship between the Nusayris and 

Sunni authorities might be demonstrated by the Ayyubid or Mameluke emir known as al-

Mawsili.208 The Khayr al-Sani’a also provides examples of possible cordial relationships with 

Nusayris and, for instance, the Ayyubid rulers of Hama and Tamerlane’s vezir Muhammed al-

Qurani.209 There are also not many sources on Nusayri-Ismaili relationships although the few 

biographical references might suggest “a relationship of sectarian accommodation and even 

symbiosis” instead of ongoing conflict.210           

 Interesting is Winter’s observation that modern Alawite literature, the Khayr al-Sani of 

1959, mentions prominent Sunnis with pro-Alawite sympathies and has no narratives of 

persecution or other forms of religious enmity.211 Whether the historical accounts provided by 

the Alawite literature are accurate is of no great importance, because the historical accounts 
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suggest that “the collective memory of constant oppression and sheltering in the mountains” 

most likely have become more ingrained in Alawi literature after 1959.212 Also problematic is 

Friedman’s notion of the Mamelukes’ extreme policies of “liquidating” the Nizari Ismailis. In 

short, the Mamelukes in fact tolerated Nizaris, were using even Nizari spies which might 

indicate that not only the Nizaris but also the Nusayris were much more integrated in the 

Mameluke state than Friedman suggests.213     

2.2.2 The Fatwas of Ibn Taymiyyah: the Beginning of the Historical 

Nusayri/Alawi Persecution 

Shaykh al-Islam Taqi al-Din Ibn Taymiyyah has arguably contributed the most to the pervasive 

image of Alawi persecution under the guise of Sunni rulers. Known for his contribution to the 

Hanbali madhab (school of law) and his particular interpretations of the Sunnah and the Quran 

by advocating to return to Islam’s most important sources (salafiyya), Ibn Taymiyyah’s 

viewpoints are still reverberating through contemporary features of Wahhabism, Salafism and 

Jihadism.214 Talhamy rightly argues that “It is fair to say that these fatwas shaped the history of 

the Nusayris” as the notorious sentences of Ibn Taymiyyah exemplify by stating that the 

Alawites “are more heretical than the Jews and the Christians and even more than several 

heterodox groups” exemplify.215 Ibn Taymiyyah’s sentences were used by the Syrian Muslim 

Brotherhood to justify its guerrilla warfare against prominent Alawites in the 1980s.  

 The first fatwa is most likely issued between 1300-1305 when the Mamelukes held 

punitive campaigns against the Shiites who were living in the Kisrawan region. The other two 

fatwas were issued before or after the Mameluke Kisrawn campaigns or at least before the 

occurrence of a local Nusayri uprising in the Jabala region in 1318.216 The reason behind this 

insurgence is the assumed Mameluke’s lack of willingness to tolerate religious heterodoxies. 

Another explanation is the Nusayri’s dissatisfaction with the tax policy under Mameluke law.217 

What is known for certain is that the rebellion started after a Mameluke cadastral survey of the 

province in Tripoli which might have caused fiscal and religious disadvantages for the 

Nusayris.218 Although later Muslim historians, such as Ibn Kathir and al-Maqrizi, have argued 
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that this rebellion was part of Sunni state versus a religious heterodox conflict, such a 

conclusion is only based on a sectarian interpretation of later Sunni ulama (religious Islamic 

scholars) and does not give us much insight into how the wider relationship between the 

Mameluke state and the Nusayris was.219        

 Ibn Taymiyyah’s viewpoints on the Nusayri and Shiites are most likely misrepresenting 

the general Mameluke policy towards other religious sects. It is also important to mention that 

his extreme Hanbali’s viewpoints caused him to spend six years in prison on several occasions 

in Damascus and Cairo.220 Ibn Taymiyyah may have been considered as nuisance to the 

Mameluke authorities and a polarising figure in Mameluke society. 221 In spite of these 

important remarks that might be useful for influential Sunni religious scholars to comment on 

Ibn Taymiyyah’s life in post-conflict Syria, his fatwas against the Nusayris and Shiites also 

show his lack of historical knowledge, as the brief content of his first fatwa illustrates.222      

For conflict analysists and the actual implementation of peacebuilding activities, it becomes 

clear that in the question of the fatwa the assumed syncretistic Nusayri religious doctrines are 

mentioned.223 The question might also reveal that the Nusayris were much more integrated in 

society as the question concerns whether a mixed marriage between a Muslim and Nusayri was 

allowed. The historical knowledge of Ibn Taymiyyah is often inaccurate and for his answer one 

can read his “false theological and historical accusations against” the Nusayris by saying that 

firstly, the pilgrims were killed and the Black Stone of al-Ka‘ba was stolen by the Qaramita 

and not the Nusayris.224 Secondly, it were not the Nusayris but the Ismaili Fatimids who had 
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conquered and ruled over Egypt.225        

 It seems that Ibn Taymiyyah might have obfuscate the Nusayris with branches of the 

Ismailis who had a similar theology and the Nizari Ismailis had captured some fortresses in the 

area that is known as the Jabal an Nusayriyah (Nusayri mountains). His confusion might be 

explained by the fact that the Nusayris and Nizaris had already shared the same geographical 

area for two centuries before the time of Ibn Taymiyyah. Another important observation is that 

the “Nusayris” are only mentioned once in the entire fatwa as is cited in the question above. Ibn 

Taymiyyah is listing various names of sects under discussion, but the Nusayris are not 

mentioned.226 Ibn Taymiyyah might be directing his theological accusations only against 

“Ismaili doctrines” although it must be admitted that some of the assumed syncretic religious 

doctrines of the Nusayris can be seen in the question of the fatwa.227         

 From an Islamic legalistic point of ifta228, Ibn Taymiyyah might lack the requirements 

of ijtihad229, because he is not allowed to “proceed with any case on the basis of his own 

knowledge, and on the basis of false theological and historical accusations.”230 His jawab231 on 

the istifta or su’al232 is therefore not legal by declaring that Muslims should not eat Nusayri 

meat, should not marry Nusayris, and should not be buried in Nusayri graveyards. Because of 

this, Ibn Taymiyyah also lacks legality to say that it is allowed for Muslims to kill Nusayris and 

to confisquate their money.233     

In the second short fatwa Ibn Taymiyyah’s judgement is asked concerning the Druses and 

Nusayris. Despite the unknown date, the possibility that this fatwa might be “a later addition of 

Ibn Taymiyyah’s disciple Badr al-Din al-Ba’li”234, and perhaps the rather vague question 
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without specifying what to judge on, except that it should concern  “Druses” and “Nusayris”.235 

The second fatwa assumes that Druses and Nusayris have common religious features and 

practices that place them both outside the Islamic faith, because “they” are refusing to pay jizya 

and do not accept four of the Five Pillars of Islam, such as salat (prayer), sawm (fasting), hajj 

(pilgrimage to Mecca) the shahada (Islamic creed) as most of the bold sentences above indicate. 

Ibn Taymiyyah displays some “knowledge” in his answer by saying that the “founding father” 

of Nusayrism is Ibn Nusayr, the assumed Nusayri belief that Ali is God, and the content of the 

Nusayri “shahada”.           

 The third short fatwa is issued when an assumed Nusayri man proclaimed to be the 

Mahdi and led the uprising in Jabala236 as the content of the fatwa’s question suggests.237The 

content makes clear that the question concerns what to do with the leader who is not only 

pretending that he is God or the Mahdi, but also with his followers who displayed assumed 

Nusayri believes by cursing the Prophet Muhammad’s Companions. Compared with the other 

two fatwas, the third fatwa shows similarities in the question by asking if it is a religious duty 

for Muslims to fight these “Nusayris” and whether it is permissible to hold them as captives, 

slaves, and even to seize their possessions. If Ibn Taymiyyah had categorised the Nusayris as, 

for instance, Ahl al-Kitab (People of the Book) or as a legitimate branch of Islam then 

theoretically it would have been much more difficult for Muslims to hold the Nusayris as 

captives or to confiscate their property.        

 As in line with the other two fatwas, Ibn Taymiyyah’s answers to the question by 

assuming that the Nusayri are rejecting the Five Pillars of Islam and the fact that they were 

allowed to drink wine are reasons enough to categorise them as apostates and to act against 
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said he was Muḥammad ibn Ḥasan, meaning the mahdī. They ordered that anyone who should meet him (the 
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the Prophet Muḥammad’s Companions. They revealed their refusal to obey and their determination to fight. 

Are we obliged to fight them and kill their warriors? Are we permitted (to hold as captives) their children 

and (to confiscate) their property?” Friedman 193. 
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them.238 This fatwa was most likely issued before or around 1318 and this “event is covered in 

a vast panoply of sources.”239 It is plausible that this is the exact date of the fatwa, because in 

the description of the uprising a man appears who calls himself the Mahdi. But it is also possible 

that this fatwa, as well as the others, were issued on a later date by Ibn Taymiyyah or even by 

his disciple Badr al-Din al-Ba’li. It is also not clear whether the Mameluke authorities have 

asked for Ibn Taymiyyah’s religious opinions or that Ibn Taymiyyah had issued his fatwas 

privately to justify the punitive campaigns of the Mamelukes by condemning different “Shia 

branches” such as the Ismailis, Druses and Nusayris.      

 The emphasis of later Muslim “historians” on the religious doctrinal aspect of the 1318 

uprising has created the impression of a polemical expose of Mameluke policies towards 

presumed Nusayri doctrines and rituals. Winter is right by using Donald Little remarks that 

“many of the authors relating current affairs in Syria were of course religious scholars, “whose 

professional interest emerged in their writings.””240 Compared with older polemical writings of 

Islamic religious scholars and historians, there are more nuanced accounts of the Nusayri 

community under Mameluke rule, such as the work Subh al-A’sha fi Sina’at al-Insha’ by the 

chief chancery secretary of the Mamelukes Shihab al-Din Ahmad al-Qualqashandi (1448).241 

 Much more work has to be done to find more primary sources to nuance the ongoing 

“Nusayri persecution by Sunnis syndrome” and to move beyond the sectarian “Nusayris are 

heretical narrative”. Such historical accounts might provide essential knowledge to historically 

contextualise the fatwas and to portray a more realistic picture of Nusayri relationships with 

other sects and the Mameluke government. For post-conflict Syria, local peacebuilding 

activities should include influential religious scholars, historians, and peacebuilders from Alawi 

and Sunni communities to discuss and to adjust the pervasive essentialist historical narratives 

that contribute to identity issues that influence the intractability of the conflict.  

 Another aspect that might be important for the role of religion in conflict analysis is, as 
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Friedman points out “the question as to whether his fatwā applies to only the members of the 

Ḥanbalī school of law or to all Muslims.”242 Such a remark seems plausible because of the 

limited influence of Hanbalism in Syria compared with the dominant madhab of Hanafism in 

Syria.243 Ibn Taymiyyah is viewed as Shaykh al-Islam by many adherents from all the madhabs 

of Sunni Islam and Ibn Taymiyyah might himself tried to present his viewpoints as being of the 

Hanafi, Shafi’i, Maliki and Hanbali Sunni schools of jurisprudence.244 His views are without a 

doubt adopted, accepted and adjusted by some Sunni religious scholars of the four schools of 

Islamic jurisprudence; however, if Friedman is correct by saying “that no other fatwa against 

the Nusạyrīs can be found in any Muslim source” during the Mameluke period then his 

observation may indicate that Ibn Taymiyyah is the only acclaimed religious scholar to have 

clearly asserted the heresy of the Nusayris.245 This means that if he was indeed the only eminent 

scholar at that time, this also indicates that his viewpoints might be viewed as extreme among 

other religious scholars.          

 All in all, it is therefore most likely that the assumed religious precepts of the Nusayris 

were not that important for Sunni authorities as long as the Nusayris paid their taxes and did 

not rebel. The Nusayris consisted of various communities along different areas and while some 

of them had a conflict with the Mameluke state or other religious sects, another districts they 

cooperated. In contrast, the media, politicians and academics are often cherry-picking historical 

violent events based on fatwas in which they construct the “Sunni-Shia” or “Sunni-Alawite” 

divide. “This means that the “Sunni community had always hated the Alawis “ started when the 

Prophet Muhammad died in 632 and this enmity continued throughout the Medieval and the 

Ottoman period right up to the outbreak of the Syrian Civil war in 2011.  

2.2.3 The Nusayri Persecution Syndrome: the Fatwas of Shaykh Nuh al-Hanafi 

al-Dimashqi and Shaykh Muhammad Nasir al-Din al-Mugrabi 

Compared with the Mamelukes, the Ottomans are even more notorious for their alleged policies 

of persecuting minorities and embracing “Sunni Islamic radicalism”. In 1511, an extensive pro-

Safavid and pro-Shia insurrection occurred in Anatolia, the so-called the Sahkulu rebellion. A 

variety of Turcoman tribes, such as the Kizilbas who were adherents of heterodox Shia precepts, 

participated in this uprising. Because of this pro-Safavid and pro-Shia uprising, the Ottoman 
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Sultan Selim I decided to stop the expansion of Shia Islam to Ottoman areas of rule. In 1514, 

the Ottoman state defeated the Safavid state in a decisive victory in the battle of Chaldiran. 

Selim’s conquest of the Mameluke Empire from 1516 till 1517, which included Syria and 

Egypt, established the prestige of the Ottoman sultanate in the Islamic world as evidenced by 

its new role as guardian of Medina and Mecca.246       

 It is often believed that the Nusayris were targeted during Ottoman campaigns when 

Selim I wanted to conquer the Mameluke Sultanate. In his Tarikh al-‘Alawiyyin (History of the 

Alawites) the Alawi historian Muhammad Amin Galib al-Tawil contends that Selim I had 

massacred a “millions of Shiites” throughout Anatolia, Syria and Egypt.247 The Ottoman Sultan 

launched a campaign against the Nusayris in the area surrounding Aleppo and as a consequence, 

40,000 Nusayris and 9,400 Nusayri Shayks were killed according to al-Tawil.248   

 After Sultan Selim I had acquired the 1516 fatwa from the local and not well-known 

Shaykh Nuh al-Hanafi al-Dimashqi, the Ottomans started their campaign against the Nusayris. 

The fatwa was primarily issued against the Rawafid, Rafida or Rafidah (those who reject), but 

Alawi historians, such al-Tawil, think that his fatwa is targeted against the Nusayris and see 

this as an important occurrence in the history of Nusayri persecution by Sunnis.249 This means 

that “the Aleppo massacre” has had become a key episode in the sectarian identity and collective 

memory of the Alawites. This persecution syndrome has been passed down from generation to 

generation and is still well-known among the Alawi communities in Syria and Turkey.250 

Because of the Aleppo massacre, many Nusayris fled to the Hatay region in nowadays Turkey 

or to the Nusayri Mountains in north-western Syria. Since the sixteenth century, the Nusayris 

not only feared the Ottomans, but also preferred to live in the mountains to avoid Ottoman 

authorities and the Sunni community in the cities, because many local Sunnis had accepted “the 

strictures of those fatwas”, as the one of 1516 fatwa demonstrates.251   

 The question reveals that the Nusayris are not mentioned at all, which is already an 

essential observation that might be significant for dealing with identity issues.252 The singular 

Arabic word Rafida (رافضة) is derived from the Arabic consonantal root ر ف ض which as a noun 
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44 

 

means renegade, defector or deserter and as a verb to reject.253 The word is often used 

contemporarily in a demeaning manner by Sunnis, particularly Sunni extremists, jihadis, 

Wahhabis and Salafists, because Shiites do not consider the first three caliphs, Abu Bakr, Umar 

and Uthman, as the legitimate successors of the Prophet Muhammed.254      

 This fatwa might be used or referred to by Sunni extremists in the Syrian conflict as the 

answer illustrates that the Rawafids are not only rejecting Abu Bakr and Umar, but are also 

cursing the wife of the Prophet Muhammed.255 It is therefore an obligation for (Sunni) Muslims 

to fight and to kill them and to enslave their women and children.    

 What specific know-how do conflict analysts and peacebuilders need in order to be able 

to qualify this short fatwa and to use that knowledge for their peace building activities? If there 

are Sunnis who are thinking that the Alawis are Rafida then this would mean that the Alawites 

are at least considered as Shia Muslims. Peacebuilders might use this angle to emphasise a 

common “identity” because Sunni and Shia Muslims are all part of the al-Ummah al-Islamiyah 

(Muslim world or Muslim nation). On the other hand, if there are some Sunni Muslims who 

actual think that Alawis are non-Muslims then they could theoretically never use the fatwa of 

Shaykh Nuh al-Hanafi, because Rafidah stands for Shiites.     

 Shaykh Nuh al-Hanafi al-Dimashqi is also not a well-known religious scholar. The 

question arises why the Ottoman Sultan had not asked a prominent mufti to issue a fatwa for 

the Ottoman campaign. A possible explanation is that in the beginning of the Ottoman Empire 

the muftis were independent and acted privately. This may indicate that the religious outlook 

of the Ottoman state was not yet of great importance, because when the Ottoman Empire 

expanded, the Ottomans finally adopted the Hanafi madhab and more religious scholars “were 

gradually incorporated into an increasingly centralized judicial administration.”256  

 However, Talhamy suggests that the Shaykh al-Islam, during the reign of Selim I, was 

the highest religious seat in the Ottoman state and not only exercised “a considerable moral 

influence in the capital”, but was also in charge of appointing religious scholars in the provinces 
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of the empire.257 If Talhamy is right, two questions remain unanswered: why did the Shaykh al-

Islam not issue his religious opinions and to what extent was the fatwa important or obligatory 

to the Sunni community?  The latter question is reasonable since the fatwas was issued by a, 

compared with the eminent Shaykh al-Islam, less important and lesser-known religious scholar.

 The name Nuh al-Hanafi al-Dimashqi suggests that the Shayk was a Hanafi scholar and 

the title al-Dimashqi indicates that he was born or had religious jurisdiction around or in 

Damascus. While Ibn Taymiyyah was a Hanbali scholar, Nuh al-Hanafi al-Dimashqi might 

have been a Hanafi scholar and again it is the question whether this religious decree applies to 

all Sunni Muslims or only the adherents of the Hanafi school of law.    

 To move beyond the essentialist Nusayri identity and the collective memory of ongoing 

historical persecution by Sunnis, a new historical perspective based on, for instance, Ottoman 

tax documents might construct a whole different and more nuanced narrative of the 

relationships between Alawites and the Ottoman state. The account of the Nusayri massacre of 

Aleppo might be unfounded because after the defeat of the Mamelukes at the battle of Marj 

Dabiq, the Ottomans could seize the city without any fight. It is also questionable how many 

Shiites were living in Aleppo at that time, given that many of them were already converted to 

Sunni Islam after the conquest of the Zangids in the twelfth century.258 But there were indeed 

some Ismaili villages in the countryside.259      

 Another important remark is that neither the Ottoman nor the Arabic chronicles provide 

any evidence of sectarian violence during the Ottoman conquest. The Ottoman chronicles do 

suggest a high number of deaths of the Kilzibas in other military expeditions of Selim I.260 The 

seemingly farfetched numbers of 40,000 Nusayris casualties are most likely a literary trope that 

is often repeated in academic literature but also has come part of the collective memory and 

identity of the Alawis.261           

 Ottoman provincial law codes (kanun-name), tax censuses (tahrir), executive orders 

(mühimme), and other Ottoman tax surveys might also shed a different light in the relationship 

between the Nusayris and the Ottoman state. Based on these documents, the reality was much 

more complicated and these tax documents suggest that most of the time Nusayri villages and 

towns were much more integrated in the Ottoman state evidenced by the fact that they payed 
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certain taxes on a village-by-village basis.262 This insight contrasts with the Nusayri experience 

of the assumed Ottoman policies of discrimination, persecution and injustice because of their 

religious identity. 263          

 There were of course some Nusayri rebellions against the Ottoman state in some areas, 

but at the same time in other areas there were Nusayris cooperating with the authorities. 

Moreover, the tax surveys indicate that large amount of Nusayris participated in the coastal 

rural economy which disavows or at least nuances the story that many Nusayris had fled into 

the mountains.264 As long as religious communities payed their taxes and did not rebel, the 

Ottoman state had generally speaking no problems with confessional communities. However, 

in the nineteenth century the Ottoman state began to conceive the Nusayri identity more as a 

“religious problem”.265 This concern might be explained because they intended the Nusayris 

and other sectarian minorities to become law-abiding citizens of the state by implementing 

social disciplining measures, such as education and military conscription. The various attempts 

to modernise the Ottoman Empire were not only necessary to secure its dominions against 

external powers, such as Russia and France, but also to curb the development of internal 

nationalist movements.266          

 A possible indication that the Nusayri identity and their leadership were perceived as a 

sectarian actors might have started when the French vice-consul stated that a “Grand Cheikh” 

of the Nusayris had the authority over the muqaddams (leaders) of the Kelbiye and Muhalaba 

geographical areas.267 This Shaykh had the power to decide to continue or to stop the hostilities 

against the Ottoman state in 1811.268 Interesting is the fact that the notion of Nusayri “Grand 

Cheikh” does not seem to occur in the Ottoman and Nusayri sources, which might indicate an 

orientalist, particular European, reading of political events at that time in the region. Dividing 

the indigenous people into religious tribes and nations had become significant in the 

competition between Europeans and Ottomans in their discourses of “backwardness, progress, 

and political reform in the region.”269      

 Compared to Ottoman sources, Western sources describe the Nusayri society as an 

essential division of tribes and sects. Medieval sources are not mentioning any form of Nusayri 
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tribalism and it seems that the first time Ottomans mentioned the Nusayri Kelbi tribe was in the 

mid-sixteenth century.270 Such concern with the Kelbi tribe is most likely “a conscious 

privileging of tribes as the primary unit of social organisation in the area.”271 Anthropologists 

have substantiated that “tribes” are only formed in contact with “a state” through rebellion 

against a colonial power, deportations, resettlements, and the assignment of certain privileged 

individuals to assert control over taxes and indigenous people.272 This might suggest that 

“tribes” are most likely part of administrative actions of a state that needs to categorise and 

stratify rural societies, and that the formation of tribes is not the result of some indigenous 

kinship structure.273          

 Religious communities living in the Syrian coastal areas had a long history of 

coexistence and in severe times of crisis religious identity might be a key factor in mobilising 

people but this “did not determine the basic social and political order.”274 The development of 

sectarian discrimination and visible sectarian events of strife in the second half of the nineteenth 

century did neither originate in Istanbul nor was it a purely local affair, but was the product of 

the decline in military prospects in the Ottoman empire, the European and American interests 

in its economic and cultural affairs, and the Ottoman attempts to modernise the empire by 

implementing new administrative and fiscal acts.275 This all precipitated nativist and more 

religious fundamentalist’s reactions in the Syrian region against the “newly” constructed 

sectarian groups such as the Nusayris.276 An Islamic reform movement with the name of 

Wahhabism, inspired by Ahmad ibn Hanbal and Ibn Taymiyyah already gained influence in the 

end of the eighteenth century in the Hejaz, and influenced even more the Arabic tribal people 

who immigrated to central and southern Syria at the beginning of the nineteenth century.  

 It seems that a religious preacher from Tunisia by the name of Muhammed Nasir al-

Maghribi, Al-Moghrabi or al-Mugrabi seemed to have settled, preached and gave teachings in 

Latakia around 1820. Known for his conservative teachings, al-Mugrabi might have issued a 

fatwa against the Nusayris although there are not many reliable sources to validate such claim. 

Samuel Lyde who lived in the 1850s among the Nusayris stated that “A certain vile and ignorant 

fanatic called Sheikh Ibrahim il Mograbee, who died about 1827, gave a fetwa for which his 

memory is accursed among the Ansaireeh (Nusayris) that the lives and property of the 
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Ansaireeh were at the free disposal of the Musulmans.”277     

 At first glance this fatwa might not be significant at all, but after close examination the 

bold words could indicate a clear resemblance to the content of the earlier discussed fatwas. 

What is even more significant is “that the precise terms of Ibn Taymiyyah’s fatwas” all of a 

sudden appear in administrative documents of the 1820s, according to Winter.278 This means 

that the recall of Ibn Taymiyyah’s fatwas might have been the work of the scholarly teachings 

and influence of al-Mugrabi in Latakia.        

 Al-Mugrabi was also mentioned by a local French vice-consul who, in his account of a 

perceived Nusayri revolt, stated that the local people of Latakia “are fanaticized by a Maghribi 

Shaykh who is telling them every day that it is a meritorious act before God to drench their 

hands in the blood of a Christian or an Anssarie (Nusayri).”279 A Nusayri prayer in which certain 

names and the Sunni madhabs are called to curse, a “Shaykh Muhammed al-Maghrabi” is 

indeed mentioned in the 1862 book of the ex-Nusayri Sulayman al-Adhani.  It is not entirely 

certain if this was the al-Mugrabi who issued the fatwa.280 Also the fact that only Lyde has 

mentioned the fatwa might suggest that it is doubtable whether this religious decree had been 

issued at all.             

 The perceived “sectarian strife”, in many cases local tax revolts in Nusayri areas from 

1806 till 1858 seems to be more mentioned in Ottoman documents and Western sources.281 

Local rivalries throughout the eighteenth and more in the beginning of the nineteenth century, 

in which some individual Nusayris were competing with regional Ottoman governors, have 

contributed to the establishment of preceding sectarian animosities which was perceived as part 

of general Ottoman policies in the region.282       

 The Ottoman state was indeed concerned because foreign countries, such as Russia, 

France, and other European countries, and American missionaries had an interest in protecting 

and converting specific religious minorities. Because of this, the Nusayris had become an 

important sectarian actor in the eyes of the Ottomans and Westerners. The Ottoman aimed to 

counter the “Protestant crusade to educate (and proselytise)” the Nusayris by making an effort 
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to proselytise them to Sunni Islam.283 The American missionaries’ and Ottoman conversion 

enterprise generally speaking failed, but there were some Nusayris who may actually have been 

converted.284 More important is that in this period the “religious identity” became part of 

geopolitics as the British and French were lamenting over the Nusayri precarious situation 

under Ottoman rule.285              

 The Nusayris were also subjected to more frequently attacks by agents of Islamic 

revivalism, such as al-Mugrabi. The international context of anti-imperialism explains the 

development of Islamic revivalism in this period and this also contributed to a more pronounced 

sectarian identity of the Nusayris.            

 This more political integration and cooperation of the Nusayri community with Istanbul 

can be seen during the eighteenth and nineteenth century. During the eighteenth century, the 

Ottomans designated a number of eminent Nusayri individuals as tax collectors of the so-called 

iltizam system, a form of Ottoman tax farm.286 There were also Nusayris who had made careers 

as governors in the Ottoman state or in the army and there were also some Nusayris who 

supported Istanbul and were involved in the Ottoman’s fight against the Egyptians between 

1831 and 1841.287 These are just a few of the many examples that repudiate the Nusayri 

persecution by the Sunni Ottoman state syndrome.       

2.2.4 A Critical Historical Juncture: from Nusayris to Alawites from Apostates 

to Shiites 1920-1973 

2.2.4.1 The 1936 Fatwa of the Grand Mufti of Jerusalem Amin al-Husseini 

The short occupation of Syria by Egypt from 1831 till 1841 is evidence of the declining power 

of Istanbul. After the Egyptians left, north-western Syria became more instable and an area of 

conflict in which local feudal factions and the Ottomans aimed to regain their former power. In 

the beginning of the twentieth century, the Ottomans were even more afraid of infringement by 

European powers. Such an example of European infringement was the French invasion in 

Lebanon in which the French argued that this was justified because the Catholic Maronites, a 
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minority group, should be protected.288        

 The end of World War I de facto meant the defeat and the dissolution of the Ottoman 

Empire. In 1916, the secret Sykes–Picot Agreement between Great Britain and France became 

historically significant for the future of religious communities such as the Nusayris. In this 

agreement the former Ottoman dominions were already divided between the two European 

countries. The Mandate for Syria and the Lebanon was officially given to France in 1923 by 

the League of Nations while in the 1920s, the French already controlled Lebanon, Alexandretta 

and other areas of south-eastern Anatolia.289 Theoretically, the mandate system should enable 

indigenous people to create an independent state and to stand on their own, with the help of a 

supervising and governing country. The mandate would only officially be terminated, as is 

described in Article 22 of the Covenant of the League of Nation. 290   

 The Nusayri identity was throughout history most often subject to designation and 

redefining by others, and in 1929, France officially began to delineate the Nusayris as Alawis. 

This new political identity by changing names is related to the French political strategy of divide 

et impera as they subdivided the mandate region into six states by separating religious 

minorities: the State of Aleppo, of Damascus, of Greater Lebanon in 1920 and the State of Jabal 

Druze and Sanjak of Alexandretta in 1921.291 Along the Syrian coast and mountains, France 

also created in 1920 the “Territory of the Alawites” and two years later in 1922 the district name 

was changed into “the State of the ‘Alawites”, also known as the l’État des Alaouites.292  The 

semi-autonomous State of the Alawites was governed by a Representative Council and a French 

governor and in 1930, when they decided to take full control of its administration, the French 

changed its name into the Government of Latakia. The 1930 less provocative change of name 

was a concession by France to Arab nationalists.     

 France’s preferential treatment of religious minority groups and the creation of 
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“administratively isolated minority enclaves” were necessary to counter the Pan-Arabic idea of 

a Greater Syria, Syrian unity and possible independence.293 The Sunni Muslim majority felt the 

threat of the French taking control “of their institutions and debasing the symbols of their 

culture.”294           

 Promises of a possible future independent state were also made to the Alawites. Young 

rural Alawis were attracted by the French from poor areas to join the Syrian legion, which was 

later renamed in Les Troupes Speciales du Levant and in 1925 already twenty percent of this 

army unit consisted of Alawis.295 Compared with the Sunni youth in urban centres, for many 

young Alawis the army was attractive because it was seen as a way of social advancement.296 

These specific French policies of the creation of regional forms of government and policies of 

highlighting religious differences might have inflamed the more visible sectarian tensions 

which were pointed out in the end of Subsection 2.2.3.     

 The French were also reluctant to create sustainable financial and economic 

infrastructures which might have benefit the inhabitants of the French Mandate, especially 

because of the devastating effects of World War I and the dominance of the European economy 

spreading over the Levant. Unfortunately, the French were only promoting their own interests 

or those of the religious minority groups in spite of the ongoing deterioration of Syrian 

industries.297 This contributed to a situation of high unemployment and inflation which also 

created even more political instability during the French Mandate.    

 French Mandate policies should be viewed as oppressive and colonial acts because 

political engagement was suppressed, civil rights denied, and any change of a future 

independent Syrian state was held down, which caused much resentment in Syria. Because of 

the miscalculated polices of the French, a huge revolt lasted from 1925 till 1927 throughout 

Syria and was initiated by the Druses.298 After the revolt was quelled with much difficulty, the 

French could not deny the national tendencies in Syria and had to compromise politically with 

several nationalist movements such as the National Bloc. The latter nationalist movement 

became officially involved in reaching a future independent Syrian state. At the same time the 
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results of the French policies had not gone unnoticed by the League of Nations as the 1926 

statement demonstrates.299 

For a long time the Alawite identity had been constructed on the basis of other than Alawite 

sources, whether those were Ottoman archives, French documents, disparaging chronicles of 

urban elites, or foreign orientalist minded reports.300 The appearance of more literature on 

Alawites by Alawites themselves, such as the secular intellectuals Husayn Mayhub Harfush 

and Muhammad Amin Ghalib al-Tawil, “served to define and delineate the community’s 

identity as never before.”301 Despite of its imperfections, the 1924 published Tarikh al-

‘Alawiyyin of al-Tawil was a pioneering work to construct an Alawite identity by narrating an 

Alawite history “to reach out to and to educate the ‘Alawi hinterland population.”302 Winter 

thinks that a new Alawi history was necessary “to lay the groundwork for the formulation of 

properly political claim” as a “new” Post-Ottoman sectarian community.303            

 Alawi religious scholars became more aware of the urgent need to reinvigorate Alawite 

beliefs and to reassert their important function as religious leaders, spiritual guides, and 

authorities of their own community.304 In their quest to modernise and to reform the Alawite 

community, Alawi ulama turned their attention to Twelver Shiism because of its extensive 

network of contacts with prominent Shia families, established jurisprudential practices, 

financial resources, institutional foundation in Shia cities of Iraq, and support of publishing 

modern journals.305           

 The most learned and accomplished religious Alawi scholar Salayman al-Ahmad was 

most likely the key figure who worked toward an Alawite-Shia rapprochement by traveling 

through the highlands to meet, to discuss with and to mobilise other religious Alawite scholars 

to the cause of “rejuvenation”.306 Al-Ahmad aimed to reduce the influence of pervasive magical 

habits and popular beliefs in signs of things to come, to campaign for girls’ education within 

Alawite society, and to help to introduce Jaʿfari jurisprudence (this Shia madhab is followed by 
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most Shiites) to the Alawi community.307 He also tried by emphasising close Islamic fraternal 

ties to settle the problems between Kurdish, Turkmen and Alawite communities who clashed 

with each other in the Latakia highlands after World War I.308     

 It is true that there were other Alawi religious shaykhs who tended to be more traditional 

or followed a less political trajectory of Alawite asceticism and mysticism, but at the same time, 

many reformist minded Alawi religious scholars were frequently traveling to Iraq and Lebanon 

to discuss theological issues and doctrinal divergences with Shia scholars.309   

 The idea of Alawi “reformism” throws a different light on the often assumed sudden 

Alawite Gestalt-switch to Shia Islam, because Western observers instantaneously interpreted 

Alawi rapprochement to Shiism as an act of taqiyya (a precautionary dissimulation) or 

perceived it as purely tactical move. This charge of precautionary dissimulation or tactical act 

is ubiquitous in polemical and academic literature, as the British Islam expert Malise Ruthven 

demonstrates by saying that “Taqiyya makes a perfect qualification for membership in the 

mukhabarat, the ubiquitous intelligence/security apparatus that has dominated Syria’s 

government for more than four decades.”310 The effort of Alawi literature to express Alawite 

claims has consistently aimed to substantiate that whatever theological differences existed, they 

only concerned minor aspects of ta’wil (the allegorical interpretation of the Quran) or were the 

result of centuries of neglect and isolation.311 To overcome this Alawite identity issue, Alawi 

writers have proposed that better integration into the Muslim community and better access to 

education are both necessary and without a doubt, still of great importance to overcome the 

sectarian identity issues in post-conflict Syria.312       

 Political and socioeconomic developments, religious reformism, and Ottoman, 

Egyptian, and French visions of “modernity” on local communities may all have contributed to 

the 1920s Shia Islam was becoming more part of the Alawite identity. In 1926, a company of 

religious Alawite scholars announced that Alawites are Shia Muslims because Alawis are 

adherents of Imam Ali.313 Again in 1933 after a meeting, a group of Alawi ulama issued a 

declaration stating that the Alawis have inseparable links with Islam and asked the French for 
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official recognition of Alawites as Muslims.314 Three years later in 1936, the most prominent 

and leading Alawi religious scholars issued another declaration unequivocally stating that “true 

Alawism subscribes to all the precepts of Islam and that ‘Alawis have always been loyal 

defenders of the Muslim community; in a spirit of pan-Islamic and anticolonial solidarity.”315 

The declaration was also significant because it asserted that any Alawite who denied that he 

was a Muslim was in fact not a true Alawi.316       

 Added to this declaration, after an Alawite meeting held at Jabla and Quardaha a petition 

was submitted to the French foreign ministry emphasising that “just as the Catholic, the 

Orthodox, and the Protestant are yet Christians, so the Alawi and Sunni are nevertheless 

Muslims,” according to Martin Kramer.317 In the same year, 1936, the Sunni Grand Mufti of 

Jerusalem Muhammad Amin al-Husseini, who was a staunch supporter of the idea of Bilad al-

Sham (Greater Syria) and a key Muslim leader during the British Mandate, issued a fatwa.318  

Compared with the other fatwas, the religious learned interpretation is significant and can be 

considered a critical juncture in the history of the Alawis as they are Muslims and are part of 

the Umma (the whole community of Muslims). The fatwa is also meaningful because of its 

explicit emphasis on the implicit ecumenical message that Muslims are part of the Umma in 

spite of the divergences in Islam. 319 Emphasising and constructing a common identity might 

overcome pervasive “Sunni-Shia” identities.      

 Although it is true that al-Husseini does not explicitly denounce the fatwas of Ibn 

Taymiyyah, he does refute the content of Ibn Taymiyyah’s fatwas by contending that the Alawis 

are reciting the Muslim Shahada, performing the Five Pillars of Islam, and publicly declaring 

that they are Muslims. Lastly, the fact that a prominent Sunni scholar had issued this religious 

learned interpretation is also noteworthy though it is difficult to ascertain to what extent this 
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fatwa was endorsed by the Sunni community in Syria or elsewhere.    

 The question still remains unanswered why al-Husseini had issued a fatwa in 1936. The 

most obvious explanation is that Syria in 1936 approached political independence, because the 

French acquiesced to acknowledge a possible unification of the semiautonomous region of 

Latakia with a Syrian state. During the mandate period, the French already aimed to manipulate 

and to exploit the existing divisions among Alawites in which frequent power shifts could be 

seen within the Alawite “changing coalitions and shaky alliances.”320 An example of changing 

coalitions is that the leader of the Khayyatin tribal confederation Jaber al-Abbas, after he had 

been abandoned by the French, supported the nationalists. In contrast with al-Abbas, the poet 

Muhammad Suleiman al-Ahmed, who was a devoted adherent of the nationalists before the 

French mandate, became a fervent separatist.321         

 The fact that there were Alawite separatists, unionists and even Alawis who were willing 

to fight “for their autonomy with or without French assistance”, should not come as a surprise 

as neither the Alawi nor any other religious community would have endorsed one single opinion 

on independence and French rule.322 Throughout the mandate period, influential Alawite 

individuals often adjusted their political stance if this would benefit their personal and political 

situation.323 It is therefore difficult to point out whether these Alawi figures were indeed sincere 

“nationalists” or “separatists”.         

 What is known, however, is that pro-French sentiment was enticed by Alawi politicians 

by playing the “”Alawite persecution by Sunnis based on their religious identity” card. The fear 

of being persecuted narrative is evoked by a 1936 petition stating that a future union would 

result in “Sunni slavery”.324 Another Alawi notable wrote to the French Prime Minister Léon 

Blum that a union with the Sunnis would result in a “catastrophe”.325 In a memorandum dated 

June 8, 1936 was said that because the Alawis had lived isolated into the mountains for centuries 

“they had developed a natural instinct for independence.”326 On July 3 1936, in another Alawi 

memorandum was said that the French should remember the historical ties between them, and 

the French were aware “that the crusades would have succeeded if their fortresses had been in 
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northeast Syria, in the Land of the Nusayris?”327      

 The most famous and much disputed one, is the “Assad” petition of 1936. On 15 June 

1936, six Alawite notables, one of them is the assumedly grandfather of Hafez al-Assad 

Sulayman al-Asad and Sulayman al-Murshid the founder of the al-Murshid sect, wrote a 

petition, again, to the French prime minister Léon Blum:328 A unification with a Syrian state is 

dangerous for the Alawites because of the by Sunni Muslims perceived “precarious” Alawite 

identity, as the following sentences in the petition highlight.329    

 Whether the Alawite notables or their adherents really believed that the Alawis would 

be enslaved or murdered because of the intolerance of a Sunni majority towards non-Muslims 

is difficult to ascertain. Nonetheless, the religious Alawite identity is being politically used to 

support the separatist claim of an independent Alawi state. The 1936 fatwa of al-Husseini might 

have been issued to reassure the notions of Sunni intolerance by contending that Alawis are 

Muslims and are part of the whole Muslim community. The fatwa demonstrates that identities 

are not fixed and can be adjust to create a new identity that might contribute to more social 

integration or acceptance within post-conflict Syrian society.     

 It is true that al-Husseini was a fervent support of unification and that he had close ties 

with the leadership of the pan-Arabic National Bloc. The ecumenical reconciliation message of 

“Islamic brotherhood” might have been politically motivated to reconcile assumed “religious 

differences” in order to incorporate the Alawi state into a new Syrian state. This “new” Syrian 

state was theoretically effectuated when on September 9, the 1936 Franco-Syrian Treaty was 

signed by the Syrian nationalist politician Hashim al-Atassi and Blum.330 However, this treaty 

of “friendship and alliance” was never officially ratified by the French parliament and Syria 

obtained full independence in 1946 when the French evacuated their last armed forces. 

 Much academic emphasis has been put on the petitions of Alawi prominent figures who 
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supported an Alawi independent state and French protection. Highlighting these 

memorandums, petitions or other documents affirm the sectarian Alawite identity based on fear 

and persecution. These pro-sentiment documents should be weighed against the same 

considerable amount of Alawi unionist claims that can be found in the French archives.331 One 

example is the petition  also written in 1936 signed by the father of Hafez al-Assad Ali 

Sulayman al-Assad and eighty-six other prominent figures from leading families, such as the 

al-Khayyir, ‘Abbas, Hawwash, and Raslan.332 The content of the petition opposes the 

separatists’ narratives of crusaders, Alawite persecution by Sunnis and the “otherness” of 

Alawis compared with Muslims, as the authors argue that if such stories were true “then how 

does one explain the presence among us advocates of Syrian unity and independence-of all the 

leading Alawite notables, both religious and civil, who famously represent the overwhelming 

majority of their coreligionists in the Government of Latakia region”?333     

 These documents are evidence of a divided Alawite society of unionists and separatists 

concerning Syrian independence and French rule in which a religious identity was used for 

political purposes. All in all, not only the French in 1920, but also the 1936 fatwa and some 

Alawite religious scholars have changed the “Alawi religious identity” into a more “political 

identity”. The Alawi community began to understand their new political legal status which 

enabled them to demand the construction of more schools, a more proportional share of 

government jobs, formal recognition of Alawi common law with Alawite tribunals and judges, 

and other Alawi institutions in the name of “their confessional identity”.334   

 Some Alawi religious scholars were already seeking an “Alawite-Shia rapprochement”, 

but the Shia component of the Alawite identity became more entangled and visible when in 

1951 the Alawite religious leadership embraced the Ja’fari school of thought by establishing 

the Ja’fari Islamic Aid Society. The following year the Mufti of the Syrian Republic officially 

recognised the Alawis as Shia Muslims by identifying the madhab as one of the constituents of 

Syria.335 Another historical juncture of Islamic ecumenism was Shaykh Mahmud Shaltut’s 

fatwa of 1959 in which the Ja’fari school of thought336 “is religiously correct to follow in 
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worship as are other Sunni schools of thought.”337 Before Shaltut there was no prominent Sunni 

religious scholar who had recognised Shia Islam as completely equal to Sunni Islam.338 Some 

authors think that this fatwa was “initiated by Gamal Abdel Nasser’s guidance” and if this is 

true then the fatwa was issued for political reasons to emphasise or to construct a common 

Muslim identity.339           

 The 1936 and the 1959 fatwa of Sunni religious scholars made it possible that the 

Alawites could be considered as Muslims, but from a Shia religious perspective they only 

became “officially” part of the Shiite Muslim community when in 1972 Ayatollah Hasan Mahdi 

al-Shirazi and the prominent Lebanese religious scholar Musa al-Sadr in 1973 declared that the 

Alawites are part of the Shiite branch of Islam.  

2.2.4.2 From Muslims to Twelver Shiism  

After Syria obtained independence, the post-independence period was politically unstable and 

tumultuous in which an extensive number of coups d'état and coup attempts deeply upset the 

Syrian country from 1949 till 1971. Although not always intended it was possible to direct and 

to stimulate popular discontent of socioeconomic tensions through sectarian channels.340 The 

use of sectarianism, regionalism, and tribalism from 1963 till 1970 should be viewed as means 

of pure power politics and tactics to seize or to maintain power.341 From 1963 till 1970 the 

coups d'état were intra-Baath regional and consisted of sectarian rivalries in which the last coup 

was an Alawite rivalry between Salah Jadid and Hafez al-Assad.342    

 The socio-political reality was that since the post-independence period it was impossible 

to monopolise power without relying on primordial ties. In spite of several attempts by some 

ideological Baathist leaders to reduce sectarianism, it was also impossible for them after the 8 

March 1963 Baathist coup to survive so long without “their well-organised sectarian, regional 

and tribally-based networks within the Syrian armed forces, the security forces and other power 

institutions.”343           

 While many of Assad’s blood relations, such as the Makhlouf family, are tribe affiliated 
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and many of them have therefore key positions in the power institutions of Syria, the Prime 

Minister of Syria Abdul Rahman Khleifawi and the Minister of Defence Mustafa Tlass were 

Sunnis.344 It seems plausible that the occupation of these conspicuous regime posts by Sunnis 

were necessary to reassure the Sunni majority or to give the regime a slightly less “Alawite 

outlook”, but sincere loyalty and intimate friendship may also have played an important role.345 

After Assad’s ascendance in 1970, the inner circle of Assad does not consist of Alawites in 

general but rather of his own close relatives, and people from his tribe and native village.    

 Traditional primordial loyalties often coincides with poor-rich and rural-urban contrasts 

during the generally speaking rural-minoritarian Baath regime. The Alawite elite had obtained 

many privileges and enriched themselves by entering into alliances with wealthy Christian and 

Sunni urban families. These alliances illustrate the formation of open identity-sharing groups 

in which the rich urban bourgeoisie, with a Sunni or Christian primordial identity, had a direct 

interest in allowing to maintain the regime as long as their businesses carried on to be 

prosperous.            

 Corruption of Alawite elites and discontent with president Assad’s economic policies 

and the absence of real political Sunni representatives have contributed to Syria’s socio-

sectarian grievances. Consequently, these socioeconomic grievances combined with a 

repressive regime might be more important as a root cause of the Syrian conflict than the 

assumed religious features of the Alawite identity. Despite the fact that visible sectarian 

favouritism and support in the Baath Party were “social-communal and politically motivated”, 

a large part of the Sunni majority, however, may have viewed the Alawite-dominated Baathist 

regime as a semi-religious dictatorship.346 Another point of resentment was that by some Sunnis 

the secularist ideology of the Baath Party was viewed as antireligious.    

 Already after the Baath Party seized power in 1963, the Syrian Muslim Brotherhood and 

the Baath Party clashed with each other. The Muslim Brotherhood was strongly opposed against 

the newly installed government and the prohibition of the Muslim Brotherhood in 1964 resulted 

in demonstrations and strikes in 1964 and 1965.347 The 1964 Hama Riot was led by Shaykh 

Mahmud al-Habib who used the Sultan Mosque as headquarters and to store weapons, but in 
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the end the mosque was attacked and the riot quelled by the government.348 Two years later in 

1967 there were again riots in Syria but the armed forces kept down the opposition forcibly.349 

It is difficult to ascertain if and to what extent the riots were actually supported by Syrians from 

every religious denomination; nonetheless, the use of sheer force by the Baath government and 

the perceived rural-minoritarian Baath Party have contributed to dormant sectarian resentment.

 Under these circumstances, Hafiz al-Assad in 1971 declared himself president of Syria, 

an office that according to the Syrian constitution was reserved for Sunni Muslims only. 

Expelled from Iraq in 1970, Ayatollah Hasan Mahdi al-Shirazi had close relationships with 

Assad and discussed often with Alawite Shaykhs and visited Alawi communities in Syria and 

Lebanon in 1972.          

 According to Talhamy, three months after his visit al-Shirazi’s ecumenical message was 

to consider the Alawites as Shiites, but to what extent this declaration was purely religiously 

motivated is obscure; it most likely also served political interests.350 The above sentences were 

used at a conference of the “Ja‘fari Beneficiary Association of Latakia” and held by prominent 

Lebanese and Syrian Alawite religious scholars.351 These Lebanese and Syrian religious 

scholars, supported by earlier declarations, declared that they were part of the Shiite community 

and this new declaration was signed by eighty prominent Alawi Shaykhs and religious 

scholars.352 Talhamy considers al-Shirzazi’s 1972 declaration as a fatwa because of its highly 

religious status and whether this is correct or not, more important is that for the first time in 

history a high-ranked Shiite religious scholar asserted that the Alawites are Shia Muslims.353 

 The fact that the declaration of a group of eminent religious scholars from both Syria 

and Lebanon endorsed al-Shirzazi’s statement, gives the impression that the political Alawi 

identity became more religiously entwined with Twelver Shiism. Because Assad was the first 

Alawite president of Syria in 1971, both declarations were politically needed to counter possible 
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Sunni resentment in order to justify Assad’s regime. Although the exiled al-Shirazi needed a 

powerful patron like Assad, it is difficult to ascertain to what extent the Alawi Shaykhs’ 

“religious” declarations were the result of Assad’s pressure.354 But it is reasonable to think that 

most of the prominent Alawite religious scholars would not oppose the new powerful president 

of Syria.                  

 On 31 January 1973, Assad aimed to adopt the first Arab constitution based on socialist 

and nationalist principles in which the clause “Islam is the religion of the state” was omitted. 

Moreover, and not only because the exclusion of this particular sentence, the constitution was 

generally viewed by and large as a product by an Alawite minority who dominated the secular 

Baathist ruling power elite.355 Such a view might be justified considering that a national crises 

arose when in the cities of Aleppo, Homs and Hama a series of riots broke out, instigated by 

radical elements within the Muslim Brotherhood.356 Assad tried to resolve the situation by 

adding to the 1973 constitution Article 3: firstly, “The religion of the President of the Republic 

has to be Islam” and secondly “Islamic jurisprudence is a main source of legislation.”357 In spite 

of Assad’s adjustments, the situation deteriorated and the violent protests only ended when 

armed forces entered the cities.           

 The Muslim Brotherhood openly declared that Assad is a non-Muslim and it was not a 

coincidence that in 1973 the influential Lebanese political and religious leader al-Sadr held a 

speech.358 Talhamy, again, views al-Sadr’s speech as a fatwa because he is a prominent 

Lebanese religious scholar with the title of Imam.359 Al-Sadr mentions the name “Matawila” 

which means “to be loyal to Ali” and is a designation for a broader Shia religious identity.360 
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Arab nationalism at the end of the nineteenth century incentivised Shia, Druse and Alawite 

intellectuals and religious scholars to think about how to adapt their communities to these new 

nationalist ideas. These attempts to create a new collective identity is nothing special for 

religious minority groups as they aim to find their place in society. The construction of a 

collective identity through fatwas or declarations of religious scholars reveals the attempt of a 

community’s identity accommodation to the political, cultural, social, ideological, and religious 

frameworks.361           

 Born in Qom in Iran, Al-Sadr is an important figure because he gave the Shiites in 

Lebanon a “collective identity.” He is known as the prominent defender of the Lebanese Shia 

population because this community assumedly was both politically and economically 

underprivileged.362 Al-Sadr combined social activism with a new Shia identity in order to give 

this community a distinct political Shia voice in Lebanon’s political discussions.363 He created 

a new political Shia identity as in 1969 he was the chairman of the Supreme Islamic Shia 

Council (SISC) and in 1974 established the Harakat al-Mahrumin (the Movement of the 

Dispossessed) also known as the Amal militia. In spite of his efforts to counter Sunni-led 

Arabism, al-Sadr emphasised the need for Muslim unity with his ecumenical messages.  

 The perceived “Sunni” riots of 1973 and the “Sunni” allegation that Alawites were not 

Muslims might have resulted in Assad’s putting pressure on the Alawite Shaykhs to seek formal 

religious legitimacy from al-Sadr.364 The 1973 formal inclusion of Alawites into the Twelver 

Shia community was secured in a covenant and Alawite religious Shaykhs witnessed the event. 

On this occasion, a Lebanese Alawite was assigned by al-Sadr as a Twelver mufti of North 

Lebanon and Tripoli.365 But some Lebanese Alawis, especially a group known as the Alawi 

Youth Movement, were against this covenant arguing that the Lebanese Alawites were a distinct 

community different than the Twelver Shia community. They also claimed that the Alawites 

deserved a separate judicial status because other religious communities were also officially 

designated in the Lebanese constitution.        

 The Mufti’s appointment caused great tension in Alawi neighbourhoods in Tripoli and 

adherents and opponents of the new mufti clashed and even got into firefights.366 This means 

that the new constructed Alawite identity with the identification of Twelver Shiism was by and 
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large “accepted” in Syria but less accepted in Lebanon. Because of given nature of Assad’s 

regime in Syria it seems unlikely that a large number of Syrian Alawis would oppose this 

declaration.           

 Because of the obvious political usefulness of al-Sadr’s declaration and al-Shirzazi’s 

statement, both religious degrees were viewed as doubtful. Compared with earlier Twelver 

religious scholars’ visits to Syrian Alawis, al-Sadr only acted on behalf of his official religious 

function in Lebanon, and in the Shia cities of Qom or Najaf he was not a representative of 

“leading Twelver divine”.367 Another important observation is that al-Sadr and Assad had 

frequent meetings with each other and after al-Sadr’s declaration, the political alliance 

continued during the Lebanese Civil War when Amal was supported by the Syrian army.  

 The episode of the Shiite declarations illustrates the different opinions of Syrian and 

Lebanese Alawis in spite of their close ties because of their tribe affiliations. The newly 

installed regime of Assad caused more sectarian tensions in Syrian society than ever before and 

the religious identity of the Alawites was used politically by the regime or opponents such as 

the Syrian Muslim Brotherhood. After the 1976 Syrian invasion in Lebanon, a series of political 

assassinations and attacks on Baathist political leaders took place.368 Although the Syrian 

government initially did not know who was responsible for these actions, the regime realised 

in 1978 that Sunni extremists must have been responsible, because most of the victims were 

part of the Alawite community.369        

 Despite the various factions and tensions within the Muslim Brotherhood, sectarian 

rhetoric was frequently used to portray the Assad regime as an enemy of Allah or justified a 

jihad against this “Nusayri enemy”.370 Sectarian rhetoric and the murdering of Alawites were 

intended to polarise the Syrian society along sectarian lines. During the 1979 Aleppo massacre 

thirty two Alawi cadets were murdered and fifty four were wounded by the At Tali'a al Muqatila 

(The Fighting Vanguard), an offshoot group of the Muslim Brotherhood. This event marked the 

beginning of the Islamist uprising in Syria until its climax with the 1982 Hama Massacre.371 
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The sectarian provocation by Sunni Muslim extremists to ignite a sectarian civil war failed 

because in the end they had not enough support among the Syrian population.372 

 However, since the 1980s more Sunni religious propaganda and polemical writings 

against the Alawites appeared focusing more on purely religious presentations of support, 

encouraging to consider the “Nusayris” as non-Muslims.373 Generally speaking the Assad 

regime ignored the religious accusations of Sunnis and refused to enter into a religious debate, 

because it would most likely contribute to the confirmation of these allegations.374 The 

declarations of prominent Shia scholars during the 1970s could not prevent the Islamist uprising 

from 1976 till 1982 and the sectarian rhetoric used by Sunni opponents of the regime only 

stimulated the fears and communal solidarity of the Alawites. Assad aimed to construct a more 

religious outlook for his secular Baath regime by publicly carrying out prayers in Sunni 

mosques, building mosques even in his hometown Quardaha, appearing with high Sunni 

officials, and quoting from the Quran in public speeches.375     

 Whether Assad’s attempts would have convinced the Sunni majority remains 

questionable and really changing the strong Alawite character of the regime would seriously 

weaken his powerbase which still applies to Bashar al-Assad. The legacy of the Islamist 

uprising for the Alawi community is the construction of a political Alawite identity intrinsically 

tied with the Assad regime and religious features of Twelver Shiism. The created and perceived 

sectarian tensions were a recipe for possible future resentment and renewed conflict in which 

persistent, primary and non-composing identities would play a major role as the ongoing Syrian 

Civil War since 2011 demonstrates.    

2.2.4.3 The 2016 Alawite Declaration: a New Identity?  

Because the Syrian security forces used overzealous repression, the peaceful demonstrations of 

2011 resulted in a national uprising. In this uprising, protesters of various religious 

denominations, such as Christians, Druses, Ismailis, Sunnis and Alawis were using religious 

symbols, vocabulary, and spaces in order to demand more freedom and political change of the 

Assad regime. On the other hand the Syrian regime from the outset aimed to frame the protesters 

as violent “Islamic extremists” and to justify its military actions through the international 

narrative of the “War on Terror”. Assad’s discourse narrates a clear zero-sum game since the 

regime would not make any political concessions to these “terrorists”. The government’s 
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accusation of Sunni sectarianism and radicalism in spite of the protesters’ aim to promote an 

inclusive Syrian identity, seemed to be successful to some extent in deepening religious 

cleavages in society around 2012.376 The injection of a sectarian dimension to the uprising 

might give Assad the support of religious minorities.     

 The gradual development of a more Sunni character of the uprising had alienated non-

Sunni protesters as they became more uncomfortable with the religious verbal expressions 

which they perceived as Sunni sectarianism.377 Rumour, misinformation and deliberate effort 

of the Assad regime to depict the conflict as a sectarian one, have contributed to the creation of 

sectarian boundaries and collective mobilisation in an atmosphere of insecurity, fear and 

concern that the Syrian regime might fall. The visible mobilisation of Sunni organisations and 

religious authorities through political and religious positions in and outside of Syria have led to 

more fear of religious minorities. This perceived “Sunni-assertiveness” might have convinced 

many Christians, Druses, Ismailis and Alawis to view the Assad regime as important for their 

survival.            

 Fear, resentment and suspicion were even more created by sectarian violence such as 

the 2012 Hula massacre, in which children and women were most likely slaughtered by pro-

Assad Shabiha (meaning shadows or ghosts) militias.378 The Syrian government claimed that 

al-Qaeda was responsible for the massacre while several opposition groups, human rights 

organisations, such as the Syrian Observatory for Human Rights, Human Rights Watch, and 

the Local Coordination Committees, and the U.N. Human Rights Council condemned the Assad 

regime.379            

 The massacre was a key event in the creation of a trend that spread throughout Syria in 

which local and religious identities became more geographically entwined with towns and 

villages. As a consequence, the defence of the villages’ and towns’ militias were organised 

                                                           
376 Hashemi and Postel,128-129 
377 Ibidem, 132. 
378 “Syria crisis: Most Houla victims 'were executed',” BBC News, May 29, 2012, 

http://www.bbc.com/news/world-middle-east-18249413 (accessed December 9, 2017). 
379 DayPress. “Syria: Armed Terrorist Groups committed Taldao, al-Shoumarieh Massacres.” May 29, 2012. 

http://www.dp-news.com/en/detail.aspx?articleid=121906 (accessed December 9, 2017); “Syrian activists 

condemn Houla 'massacre',” Al Jazeera, May 26, 2012, 

http://www.aljazeera.com/news/middleeast/2012/05/20125265258397885.html (accessed December 9, 2017); 
CNN Wire Staff, “Outrage grows over Syrian massacre,” CNN, May 27, 2012, 

http://edition.cnn.com/2012/05/26/world/meast/syria-unrest/index.html?hpt=hp_t1 (accessed December 9, 2017); 
“Syria: UN Inquiry Should Investigate Houla Killings,” Human Rights Watch, May 27, 2012, 

https://www.hrw.org/news/2012/05/27/syria-un-inquiry-should-investigate-houla-killings (accessed December 

10, 2017); Martin Chulov, “Houla massacre: UN resolution condemns Syria,” The Guardian, June 1, 2012, 

https://www.theguardian.com/world/2012/jun/01/syria-houla-massacre-un-resolution (accessed December 10, 

2017). 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Human_Rights_Watch
http://www.bbc.com/news/world-middle-east-18249413
http://www.dp-news.com/en/detail.aspx?articleid=121906
http://www.aljazeera.com/news/middleeast/2012/05/20125265258397885.html
http://edition.cnn.com/2012/05/26/world/meast/syria-unrest/index.html?hpt=hp_t1
https://www.hrw.org/news/2012/05/27/syria-un-inquiry-should-investigate-houla-killings
https://www.theguardian.com/world/2012/jun/01/syria-houla-massacre-un-resolution


66 

 

along sectarian lines. This explains the observance of more clashes between different armed 

groups in religiously mixed geographical areas. These groups were constructed in sectarian and 

political stereotypes such as Alawi-Shia/Christian/Palestinian pro-government and Sunni/anti-

Baathist opposition.380 The aforementioned examples of militarisation and territorialisation 

resulted in a variety of locally created religious, political and sectarian configurations of 

identities. This created a self-fulling prophecy of sectarianism and a pattern of diffuse sectarian 

violence which are characteristic of the Syrian identity-based conflict.381 Support to Islamic 

extremist groups from Saudi Arabia, Turkey, Gulf states and the involvement of Iran, Hezbollah 

and other Shia brigades have only aggravated the sectarian dimension of the Syrian conflict.

 Under these circumstances, unidentified Alawis issued the Declaration of an Identity 

Reform on April 3, 2016 the BBC and the Telegraph were the first to publish excerpts of this 

document.382 It is assumed that Alawite Shaykhs and Alawite notables were responsible for 

smuggling this declaration out of Syria and handing it over to the BBC and the Telegraph. For 

fear of their safety, the authors wished to remain anonymous.383 Michael Kerr argues that “It is 

very significant that Alawi community leaders have stressed that they are not a branch of Shia 

Islam but a separate Muslim religious community that is of and within Islam.”384 Another 

observation that contributes to the significance of this document is that nothing of its content 

had ever been seen from within the Syrian Alawi community. This is especially the case when 

this document is compared with the declarations of al-Shirazi and al-Sadr and therefore it will 

be analysed in some detail.         

 In the Preamble it becomes clear that the authors contend that the Alawites are part of 

the Syrian nation and peaceful coexistence between all the different religious communities 
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within Syria is important for the Alawi community.385 To overcome the communal Alawite 

identity based on “religious practices and beliefs, most notably our mysticism” defined for 

centuries by others than themselves, only the creation of an inclusive Syrian national identity 

might solve this dilemma.386 The preamble also contends that this declaration is not a religious 

reform of Alawism or its precepts.387        

 However, the writers do select and emphasise features of Alawism which suggest a 

legitimate research on the quintessential features of their belief. The attempts of religious re-

conceptions based on historical events and figures in this document, suggest that this is a project 

of religious rectification, and not a mere exhibition on already established religious doctrines.388    

 In Subsection I, “A New Era of the Alawites”, the authors substantiate that the Alawis 

are neither Shiites nor Sunnis but that they “represent a third model of and within Islam.”389 The 

writers also decline any issued fatwa or declaration which regards the Alawites as part of Shia 

Islam or another branch of it. Although their names are not mentioned, the authors are against 

the declarations of al-Shirazi and al-Sadr. In a new era of post-conflict society they say that the 

Alawis do not want to be labelled again as a minority group and that they want to combat 

sectarianism and sectarian strife.          

 Subsection II, “The Recognition of a Past Time”, disproves that Alawites are “Nusayris” 

and that Ibn-Nusayr is the founding father as it is often assumed.390 The terms “Nusayri” and 

“Alawis” are defined by others when they created these identities although according to the 

authors, the latter is the creation of more recent times. They see that in the history of the Alawis 

“al-Hussein bin Hamdan al-Khassabi" and “Saif al-Dawla al-Hamdani” are the most important 

figures when distinguishing an identifiable Alawi community in the tenth century.  

 In Subsection III, “Preservation”, the authors argue that the Alawite community has its 

own human understanding of Islam “as its base of common law.”391 Because Islam in the 

seventh century was built by religious doctrines and the state, the appearance of a new Muslim 

community could only be viewed as something against the “established” authorities. As such, 

persecution and intolerance might be expectable consequences and the result was that the 

Alawis turned in on themselves and “closed themselves.”392 The writers acknowledge that the 
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Alawites resorted to isolation, overstatement and myths to protect their community, but “in this 

constitution of a new identity” the narratives of ongoing Alawi discrimination and persecution 

by Sunnis are a myth.393          

 The communal Alawite identity is constructed by or related to a collective memory of 

Alawi victimisation from generation to generation. The writers understand that this narrative of 

Sunni persecution should be deconstructed or adjusted and even when among many Alawites 

the Ottoman state is perceived as oppressive against religious minorities, Alawites should not 

forget that the Ottomans had allowed the Alawis “to administrate themselves three times.”394 

Although the unknown authors do not propose how to change the Alawi narrative of Sunni 

persecution, but they say that these narratives of persecution based on myths and half-truths 

will be overcome.395              

 The authors also reject the fatwas of ibn Taymiyyah and al-Ghazali and know that, by 

and large with some exceptions, the Sunni majority did not follow or implement this fatwa to 

execute Alawites.396 In al-Ghazali’s Fada’ih al-Batiniyya (Scandals of the Esoterics) the 

Ismailis are condemned as unbelievers and apostates because he wrongly thinks that the Ismailis 

teach “the existence of two gods.”397 Although the authors are mentioning al-Ghazali’s fatwa, 

the possibility exists that he was not explicitly dealing with the Alawis because in his Scandals 

of the Esoterics he was dealing with or sects.398 For the moment, Pipes and Tomass are the only 

academics that are using al-Ghazali’s phrases by saying that he explicitly refers to the 

“Nusayris”.399 But Tomass is relying on Pipes’ quotation and Pipes is also relying on a quotation 

of secondary literature.400           

 This means that it is possible that al-Ghazali was not mentioning the Nusayris 
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specifically or that he, just like Ibn Taymiyyah, confuses heterodox religious sects with the 

Ismailis. Even if this is not the case, his refutation of the Ismailis and al-Falasifa (the 

philosophers) has a clearly political component which alarms al-Ghazali fearing that the 

adherents of these movements, including individuals with only a perfunctory comprehension of 

them, might disavow Sharia law.401 Nonetheless, the writers of the Alawite declaration reform 

are mentioning al-Ghazali which indicates that his “fatwa” is perceived as part of their past 

identity, but the myths, persecution and discrimination will not determine their new Alawite 

identity.402               

 Subsection IV, “The Alawites and Syria”, and V, “In Search of a National Integration”, 

the writers contend that the Syrian uprising and the Alawite identity reform are necessary for 

the construction of a new Syrian identity.403 The Alawis disavow the Syrian communitarian 

system with an emphasis on religious confessionalism and demand “a general and formal 

revision of the history of the Syrian State’s creation.404      

 Moreover, the authors think that given of Islam’s divergences, Islam should not play an 

important role in the new Syrian state after the Syrian conflict has ended.405 Although Islam 

should be a uniting feature, using Islam in Syrian politics may only divide and obstruct a sincere 

national integration of all religious communities. “Equality, liberty and citizenship” are the 

guiding principles to create social cohesion and Syrian unity.406 “Secularism” is the required 

state application to ensure full equality between religions and its citizens.407    

 In Subsection VI, “Reason and Truth”, the writers reassure the Sunni community stating 

that the whole Sunni community cannot be held responsible for the sporadic Alawi persecution 

by Sunni rulers throughout history.408 The Alawite State during the French Mandate period is 

an important part of the Alawi history as it provided “aspects of democracy and human 

rights.”409 The authors continue by saying that the Alawis dismantled their state because Syrian 

unity was threatened.410 This is of course highly debatable as we have already seen that the 

Alawis were generally speaking divided in separatists and unionists.   

 Reference is made to the Assad regime by saying that neither “the ruling political 
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power” does not represent the Alawites, shape their identity, provide their safety or contribute 

to their reputation. The writers also contend that the Alawis are not giving the regime its power 

and that the legitimacy of the regime can only be measured “according to the criteria of 

democracy and fundamental rights.”411 The regime should not resort to violence and oppression 

and the opposition groups should not take up arms and resort to violence, but they should look 

for alternative means. These sentences suggest that the writers are criticizing the use of violence 

of both the Assad regime and the opposition groups in Syria.     

 In the last Subsection, “God, the Alawites, and Esoterism” the authors emphasise that 

Alawism is the third path in Islam compared with “Doctrinal Islam, Sunnism or Shia.”412 In 

Sunni Islam it is God who his behind everything while in Alawism “everything is hidden behind 

God.”413 It is true that Alawism and Shiism both share some of the formal sources and the use 

of ijtihad414, this does not mean that Alawism is a Shia branch of Islam.415 Their batiniyya (باطنية 

or Islamic esoterism)416 should be vindicated as the Alawis are not following a “secret faith.”417 

According to the authors, esoterism is with the Alawites and within them as they see that every 

believer has the right to find his own path in or of Islam, which means that Islam has no fixed 

path.418 Alawi esoterism should be considered as a doctrine, a faith and a matter of worship as 

it arises from a secret and “acquires a secret character itself.”419    

 The writers of the Declaration declare that Alawism and not the Alawi community is 

connected with esotericism and that the community is “neither secret nor mysterious.”420 The 

Quran is their only holy book and because Alawism is one path towards God it is separated 

from the political and social life.421 This means that religion should not participate in the 

political domain and vice versa, and this separation connotes a form of secularism. In the last 
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article, the authors concur that Alawism has incorporated “elements of other monotheist 

religions, most notably Judaism and Christianity.”422 The writers contend that Alawism is not 

a deviation of Islam and that these elements are evidence of Alawism’s “riches and 

universality.”423              

 What to think about this Declaration of Identity Reform? In spite of the anonymity of 

the authors and the question to what extent they actually represent the Alawite community, the 

Syrian conflict and the assumption that many Alawites are supporting the regime, are the 

reasons for issuing this identity reform. The writers ignore the atrocities of the Syrian regime 

and avoid to address how Assad’s used tactics of sectarianism and of fear to fuel the Syrian 

conflict. This caused many Alawis to support the regime because they fear for their safety might 

the regime collapse. It is difficult to answer the question who the authors’ intended audience 

is? Does the declaration aim at “all” Syrians, or only at the Sunni majority, or is it “an invitation 

for discussion within the Alawite community itself”, as some authors would argue.424   

 The Declaration of Identity aims to frame the Alawite identity as a purely religious, 

because it is emphasising to disconnect Alawism from political affairs and aims to defend and 

to depict it as unbound by scholasticism, gnostic, and esoteric. This “definition” suggests that 

it opposes Sunnism as this is described as a dogmatic form of scholasticism as is illustrated by 

Ibn Taymiyyah and al-Ghazali. In contrast, Shiism is depicted more favourably as it is 

expressed in Arabic as “the manifestation of rational scholasticism.”425    

 The authors also suggest that the earlier discussed Alawite-Shia rapprochement was 

purely political and insincere. Claiming that Alawism is not a Shia branch also suggests that 

the authors disavow the current political alliance with Teheran. The identity reform might 

reflect tension and differences within the Alawite community in which one group wants to place 

Alawism under Shiite guardianship with the obvious religious and political support of Iran. The 

other Alawi group, as is illustrated by the Lebanese Alawites in 1973, wants to disconnect the 

Alawis from Shia influences. This Shia connection has contributed to other religious 

communities’ perception viewing the Alawites as Iranian puppets. So to achieve this 

disconnection, the authors contend that Alawism is equal to Sunnism and Shiism, and prefer to 

choose secularism as a distinct political feature to remedy the assumed Alawite minority status.  

 Thus, this declaration might have been issued by influential Alawis and can be 
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considered as a positive step forward to reconciliation and national integration. The document 

also aims to put forward a new religious Alawite identity without political connections. 

However, like all the other religious declarations we have discussed, these documents are 

reductionist in nature because, generally speaking, they do not allow differences or multiple 

expressions. It is also questionable whether it is at all possible to distinct between religious 

identity and political identity.            

 Monolithic characterisations and essentialist features are often used in the construction 

of identities and these characteristics of identity become more pronounced in extreme situations 

when people are exposed to gross violence and have feelings of extreme fear and insecurity, as 

may occur in identity-based conflicts. Analysing documents that are used or issued in an 

identity-based conflict reveal the socioeconomic situation, the political context and the different 

actors that are most likely involved.  
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Chapter 3 Moving Beyond the Syrian Identity-Based Conflict 

3.1 The Concept of Peacebuilding 

This chapter aims to point out what peacebuilding is and how several peacebuilding activities 

and strategies can be implemented to move beyond the Syrian identity-based conflict.426 So 

how should we understand the term peacebuilding? The term originated in 1975 when Galtung 

laid the groundwork for peacebuilding in his article “Three Approaches to Peace: Peacekeeping, 

Peacemaking, and Peacebuilding.”427 His observes that “structures must be found that remove 

causes of wars and offer alternatives to war in situations where wars might occur.”428 

Sustainable peace is created through these structures by addressing the root causes of conflict 

and educing indigenous abilities to reduce conflict, initiate peacebuilding activities and advance 

sustainable peace.429 A change from structures that endorses violence and coercion to structures 

that strengthen a culture of peace is necessary to achieve lasting peace.    

 While Galtung, Kenneth and Elsie Boulding accentuated a bottom up approach and to 

deconcentrate economic and social structures, Lederach proposes a more holistic approach in 

which the whole society and its sectors should be mobilised to foster sustainable peace.430 To 

achieve positive peace, this holistic approach of peacebuilding emphasises the need for 

international and local non-governmental organizations (NGOs) and other peacebuilding agents 

from civil society at the grassroots level.431 Lederach argues that peacebuilding encompasses 

“a wide range of activities that both precede and follow formal peace accords. Metaphorically, 

peace is seen not merely as a stage in time or a condition. It is a dynamic social construct.”432 

According to Lederach, essential for peacebuilding activities is the term conflict transformation 

which entails a multi-faceted and holistic approach to foster a culture of peacebuilding and is 

in an ongoing process orientated “toward the building of relationships that in their totality form 
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new patterns, processes, and structures.”433       

 Since Galtung, Lederach and many other scholars of peacebuilding studies, the 

definitions and concepts of peacebuilding have been expanded which include many dimensions, 

such as “the disarming of warring factions to the rebuilding of political, economic, judicial and 

civil society institutions.”434 To comprehend peacebuilding at the outset, Michelle Maiese 

suggests that this term can be understood in two distinctive ways.435 Firstly, according to the 

1992 UN document An Agenda for Peace, “peacebuilding consists of a wide range of activities 

associated with capacity building, reconciliation, and societal transformation.”436 From this 

concept, Maiese thinks that this term entails that peacebuilding comes after “peacekeeping and 

“peacemaking” and it can be viewed as a long-term process.437    

 Secondly, NGOs and other peacebuilding agents use peacebuilding as an umbrella 

concept and this means that the term does not only contain long-term transformational 

processes, but also includes peacekeeping and peacemaking.438 This concept entails a broader 

and more inclusive approach of peacebuilding in which military and civilian peacekeeping, 

efforts to reduce violence, agreements on no-fly zones and ceasefire, and humanitarian aid are 

just a few of the many examples that are part of this concept.439    

 Sometimes there are also peacebuilding theorists who make a distinction between 

“”post-conflict peacebuilding” and “long-term peacebuilding.”440 This distinction suggests that 

a variety of peacebuilding activities are designed according to the specific situation of the 

conflict. The notion of a short-term, medium-term and long-term of a conflict is important for 

a conflict analysis and the implementation of peacebuilding activities.     

 Peacebuilding is to some extent an amorphous concept or a comprehensive umbrella 

term. Nonetheless, there is an over-all agreement in spite of the various strategies and activities 

that peacebuilding should improve “human security”.441 Peacebuilding activities should be 

                                                           
433 John Paul Lederach, “Conflict Transformation in Protracted Internal Conflicts: The Case for a 

Comprehensive Framework,” in Conflict Transformation, ed. Kumar Rupesinghe (New York: St. Martin's Press/ 

Basingstoke: Macmillan, 1995): 201-222. 
434 The United Nations, “Peacebuilding and the United Nations.” 
435 Maiese, “Peacebuilding.” 
436 Ibidem, “Peacebuilding.” 
437 According to Maiese, “Peacemaking is the diplomatic effort to end the violence between the conflicting 

parties, move them towards nonviolent dialogue, and eventually reach a peace agreement. Peacekeeping, on the 

other hand, is a third-party intervention (often, but not always done by military forces) to assist parties in 

transitioning from violent conflict to peace by separating the fighting parties and keeping them apart.” Ibidem. 
438 See note 12. Ibidem. 
439 Ibidem.  
440 Maiese, “Peacebuilding.” 
441 United Nations Trust Fund for Human Security, “Human Security Approach,” United Nations Trust Fund for 

Human Security, accessed January 14, 2018, http://www.un.org/humansecurity/human-security-unit/human-

security-approach. 

https://www.beyondintractability.org/essay/peacemaking
https://www.beyondintractability.org/essay/peacekeeping
http://www.un.org/humansecurity/human-security-unit/human-security-approach
http://www.un.org/humansecurity/human-security-unit/human-security-approach


75 

 

designed to stop actual violence, to prevent the recurring of violence, and to create sustainable 

peace. Peacebuilding should not only address the root causes of the conflict, but should also 

design strategies to implement activities that aim to resolve societal, political and 

socioeconomic problems. While identity issues are a root cause of any given conflict, it is 

important to emphasise that identity issues are not the only cause of the conflict, but it is often 

intertwined with political and socioeconomic issues that all contribute to the intractability of 

the conflict.           

  To overcome identity issues, peacebuilding activities should support civil society and 

induce to move different identity groups away from violence by emphasising coexistence, 

recognition, and tolerance. An essential condition for sustainable peace is that one considers 

“the other” as a human being, which can be achieved through joint workshops and joint projects. 

This kind of peacebuilding activities enable different identity groups to establish personal 

relationships, to address their needs and fears, to seek common goals, and to focus on 

commonalities. Thus, peacebuilding should establish a sustainable environment for long-term 

peace. To achieve this it is essential to focus on three key dimensions. Firstly, coping with 

emotional and psychological trauma, secondly, addressing the root sources of the conflict, and 

thirdly, restoring damaged communal relationships.442           

 However, social harmony, peaceful relationships and the creation of a culture of peace 

in post-conflict society cannot be achieved when the underlying societal and structural issues 

are not addressed and resolved. This means that if power sharing, democratic political 

participation, fair institutions of justice, and sustainable economic development are not been 

taken care of, it is impossible to foresee a long-term perspective of lasting peace. To move 

beyond an identity-based conflict, international and local peacebuilding efforts should aim to 

provide social structural changes.    

 

3.2 Addressing the Root Causes of the Syrian Conflict: Social Structural Change 

The Syrian conflict has not ended yet and the immediate peacebuilding activities that are 

necessary should temporarily stop the incessant violence. Since the 2011 Syrian Revolution, 

the intra-Syrian talks, trough Geneva 1 and the Geneva Communiqué in 2012, Geneva 2 in 

2014, the Riyadh Opposition Conference in 2015, Geneva 3 in 2016, and Russia’s proposed 

Sochi conference in 2018, illustrate the reluctance to negotiate between the Assad-regime and 
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the various opposition groups.443 A political solution to share power with the main opposition 

groups is anathema to the Assad-regime. The question remains what the “opposition” is, 

considering the many armed groups who are often fighting each other. Nonetheless, most of the 

opposition groups argue that it is unacceptable to share power with the bloodthirsty Syrian 

regime.           

 Many of the international community also declared that Bashar al-Assad lost his 

legitimacy due to the regime’s extreme violent actions against its own population. This was 

justified on moral grounds and this was not realistic if negative peace needs to be achieved. 

Western powers, especially the US, did not want to talk with the Damascus regime, but also did 

not want to seriously support the various opposition groups or to use military actions against 

the regime. Although president Barack Obama warned Assad in 2012 that for the US the use of 

chemical weapons was a red line that should not be crossed, the Damascus regime most likely 

fired in 2013 Sarin-laden rockets to bombard the Damascus suburb of Ghouta.444 Most foreign 

governments concluded that Assad was behind the chemical attack while Russia and the Syrian 

government both argued that it was in fact the opposition who had used chemical missiles.445 

 Despite Obama’s warning, the US and other Western powers lost most of their 

credibility since they did not take any military actions against Damascus after the chemical 

attack. Although an all-out military invasion was not a realistic option, it seemed that the Assad-

regime could get away with chemical attacks. This explicitly and implicitly gave Teheran and 

Moscow the impression that they could interfere more in Syrian affairs. Russian and Iranian 

military and financial support resulted in Assad being able to “win” the conflict although it is 

not likely that he will gain all of his former territory.       

 The involvement of Qatar, US, Turkey, Saudi Arabia, France, and Great-Britain in the 

Syrian conflict has resulted in a destructive proxy war that fuelled the sectarian dimension of 

the conflict. Many of the Alawites were afraid to be slaughtered by armed Sunni-dominated 
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groups and Islamist extremists. Security and fear are the main reasons why a large amount of 

Alawis felt obliged to support the Assad-regime.446 Thus, it becomes obvious that first and 

foremost negotiations should be conducted to achieve a cease-fire. Only when negative peace 

is realised through negation peace talks and peace agreements, then it might be possible to 

address the root causes of the conflict and to assess how to achieve social structural change in 

post-conflict Syria.          

 Perhaps the most important condition to move beyond Syrian identity issues is social 

structural change. Peacebuilding strategies and activities should strengthen, support or recreate 

the political, economic, and social foundations that will serve the needs of the Syrian people. 

Identity issues are related to established social and political structures because these are 

essential for the behaviour of groups and individuals. The resources for Syrians to survive are 

provided by such structures and Syrian people’s live and actions are in general formed by these 

structures.447 This means that the social and political structures should theoretically safeguard 

basic human rights and social justice.448         

 However, Syria is an example where it becomes clear that the social institutions are 

distinguished by unequal means of entry to resources, structural economic social and political 

imbalances, and severe exploitation.449 Without taking peacebuilding measures to change the 

system, it is impossible to deal effectively with inequality and injustice that emanate from the 

Syrian system. The created political structures in Syria are designed to foster existing 

institutions.450 Syrian identity issues cannot be resolved without addressing and implementing 

social structural changes. Although the root causes of the conflict are complex and closely 

connected, the nature of the Assad regime, the economic and political injustice throughout the 

established government institutions, and the disproportional political representation are some 

of the endogenous root causes of the Syrian conflict.451      

 Typical ways of peacebuilding activities to start social structural change is the 

promotion of retributive justice, procedural justice and distributive justice to enhance civil 
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society and build up institutions.452 The creation of new economic and political institutions 

might redress some of the economic and political injustice in Syria. A post-war economic policy 

with reconstruction programs may also resolve a few of the economic and social deficits caused 

by the damage of the war.453 Peacebuilding activities should remove the mechanisms that bring 

about violence, and should promote and create structures that widen public participation and 

accommodate basic human needs.454        

 The Syrian state needs to foster structural change through the establishment of more fair 

judicial and legislative institutions in order to provide indispensable services to Syrian 

civilians.455 The concept of “democratisation” with essential features of a civil-society and a 

civic culture is often seen as a key element of post-conflict peacebuilding.456 In spite of the 

many meanings or definitions of democratisation, Syrian democratisation processes should at 

least aim to set up lawful and reliable political institutions that will permit fair electoral 

competition and extensive attendance of Syrian civilians to discuss policies and to select 

politicians.457  Syrians should be part of public processes that allow them to discuss, to oppose 

or to agree when for instance the government decides to adopt a law. More political 

participation contributes to that the Syrian people realising that the government is adhering to 

“democratic” principles of fairness, openness and political representation.     

 In case of the Assad regime it is obvious that political structural changes are essential to 

overcome identity issues. Social structural change in Syria is only feasible when nation building 

and the creation of competent government institutions are part of peacebuilding activities. 458 

This means that it is vital for a future of lasting peace in Syria to think of political changes: such 

as power-sharing procedures, constitutional reforms, judicial reforms, and election reforms.459 

Political structural change also involves the creation of institutions that make it possible to 

initiate new political parties.460              
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 A general way of peacebuilding is to reform the Syrian government through 

constitutional changes to ensure power sharing and processes of democratisation. Constitutional 

reform could contribute to a process of national dialogue which set aside different perspectives 

and demanded rights. National education could also be part of constitutional reform with 

consideration for unmet needs and concerns of different religious groups, for concepts of 

socioeconomic institutions and government, for the advancement of Syrian civil society and 

Syrian citizenship’s responsibilities, and for norms to enhance recognition, tolerance and basic 

human rights.461 The protection of minority rights, such as the Alawis, could also be part of the 

new Syrian constitution to reduce the feelings of unsafety, fear and anxiety of the Alawi 

community. The aforementioned elements are much needed in Syria to address power 

inequalities and advance political inclusion to move beyond identity issues.          

 Syria’s new institutions should be designed to provide the necessary mechanisms and 

procedures to resolve conflicts. These institutions should also have mechanisms to oversee and 

to take care of basic human rights.462 Syrian identity issues might also be reduced when 

procedures and rules are implemented to ensure that fair rule of law is firmly rooted and 

cultivated.463 Such political measures are needed in the future to held politicians and political 

organisations accountable for their actions and needed to restrict the power of political actors. 

This may resolve post-war-grievances, lessen the tension between different identity groups, 

settle some of the feelings of fear and insecurity, and diminish the probability of the recurrence 

of violence.464                   

 To lessen tensions between the different religious communities in Syria, the armed, 

security and police forces should be reorganised in such a way that they are free of 

discrimination and of corruption. This also means that fair procedures and mechanisms must be 

created to observe the Syrian armed and police forces in order to ensure that they maintain 

essential basic rights when carrying out their assignments. Just like political actors, the police 

and security forces also need to be accountable for their actions when they violate laws or basic 

human rights.465              

 Although structural change is much needed to overcome Syrian identity issues, it is 

unlikely that these social structural changes will be achieved while Assad is in power. The 

Assad regime will not allow institutional changes or to share power with other Syrian parties 
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and it seems that the Assad regime will continue until a new conflict arises. Deep-rooted 

changes are unfortunately not feasible without a regime change. Moreover, to build up the war-

torn Syrian socioeconomic and political infrastructures would be a costly enterprise. 

Humanitarian aid and financial assistance from other countries cannot reconstruct all of the 

destroyed political and socioeconomic institutions. The Assad-regime and the high costs make 

it difficult to address the root causes of the conflict and to achieve essential social structural 

changes after negative peace. These observations are not hopeful for the implementations of 

actual peacebuilding activities to overcome Syrian identity issues in post-conflict society.  

 Nonetheless, peacebuilders should not be discouraged but must continue to conceive the 

Syrian conflict as an event that has the potential for constructive change. A transformational 

approach of peacebuilding should be based on “a positive orientation toward conflict” and an 

eagerness to envision peacebuilding strategies and the implementation of peacebuilding 

activities in order to achieve positive peace.466 Lederach rightly argues that the key of conflict 

transformation is to conceive conflict as a potential for constructive change. Therefore we 

should continue to think about how peacebuilding activities could achieve social structural 

change and could transform and repair relationships in the Syrian post-conflict society.467        

3.3 The 2012 TDA Report: how to achieve Sustainable Peace 

The 2012 TDA report The Day After: Supporting a Democratic Transition in Syria is a 

comprehensive document that aims to specify a framework of recommendations, objectives and 

principles to ensure structural changes after negative peace.468 Supported and facilitated by the 

USIP and the German Institute for International and Security Affairs (SWP), the report is 

unique because it is a document created by Syrians who represent several political and religious 

groups from within the opposition. The document addresses six essential fields that need to be 

changed as is briefly pointed out in Subsection 3.2.469             

 The TDA argues on their website “that by offering recommendations and defining goals, 

                                                           
466 Lederach, “Conflict Transformation.” 
467 Ibidem.  
468 The Day After Association, “The TDA report.” 
469  

1. “The rule of law;”  

2. “Transitional justice;”  

3. “Security sector reform;”  

4. “Electoral reform and forming a constitutional assembly;”  

5. “Constitutional design;”  

6. “Economic restructuring and social policy.”  

See the TDA report. Unfortunately, the document cannot be downloaded from the website due to an error: 

“PDF.js v1.4.20 (build: b15f335) Message: file origin does not match viewer's.” The Day After Association, 

“The TDA report,” 
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principles, objectives, and strategies, the report will provide a starting point around which 

debate and discussion can be organized.”470 The Syrian civil society organisation continues by 

saying that the report neither should be viewed “as a blueprint” nor as a predetermined transition 

plan to achieve structural change.471 Therefore, it is not the intention that the content of this 

report will be imposed on a newly formed Syrian regime. It is the intention of the TDA by 

making this document to stimulate debate and discussion on how to achieve structural change 

for Syrians in a more democratic future.        

 A summary of firstly, the eleven key goals of a transitional process and secondly, the 

six key chapters that are designed to guide the transitional process will be given that are 

necessary to achieve negative and positive peace. These key goals and six chapters with 

recommendations are essential to ensure democratic transitional processes in Syria to overcome 

identity issues.472       

Summary of the six key chapters: 

Chapter 1) Rule of Law 

The TDA sees that during the transition phase it is necessary for Syria to set up “the rule of 

law” and to direct “justice” that is different from that of the Assad-regime. The rule of law and 

justice should be governed by features of transparency and accountability. To envision a new 

relationship of the state with its citizens, to release political prisoners, to discuss the role of 

opposition groups, to organise public communal meetings, and to establish the mechanisms of 

oversight are essential issues that need to be addressed.473 The recommendations of the rule of 

                                                           
470 Ibidem, The TDA report.” 
471 Ibidem.  
472 TDA’s eleven key goals of a transitional process:   

1. “Develop, strengthen, and promote a new national identity;” 

2. “Foster unity among the many diverse components of Syrian society;” 

3. “Build consensus on the core values and fundamental principles of the nation as well as the new 

framework for governance;” 

4. “Establish citizenship and the equality of all citizens as decisive in relations between individuals and the 

state as opposed to sectarian, ethnic, or gender considerations;” 

5. “Establish Syria as a civil state in which the role of the security forces should be to protect the security 

and human rights of all citizens;” 

6. “Affirm that Syria must remain one unified state, with elements of decentralization that will allow for 

citizens’ participation on all levels;” 

7. “Provide for economic governance that ensures social justice, human development, sustainable 

development, and the protection of national resources;” 

8. “Dedicate efforts to building trust between communities and groups;” 

9. “Break with authoritarian legacies by demonstrating a commitment to democratic principles and 

processes among political leadership and government;” 

10. “Educate and empower citizens on the principles and practice of democracy;” 

11. “Increase the potential for a legitimate and effective governance and legal framework that consolidates 

rule of law in all domains.” 

Ibidem. 
473 See Chapter 1. The Rule of Law.  Ibidem. 
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law encompasses the needed actions and apparent symbolic directives as they are both desired 

to establish new relationships between religious communities and a new democratic Syrian 

government.474 

 

Summary of three key recommendations       

1) Justice system and laws  

During the transition phase in Syria, the TDA recommends to ensure the administration 

of justice. It is important to ensure the protection of the Syrian “justice infrastructure 

and court records.”475 Extraordinary courts are illegal and need to be eradicated. Nullify 

laws that allow imprisonment and arrest, and confinement capabilities and protection of 

intelligence services. Laws that disregard basic human rights and independent judicial 

capabilities should be repealed. Individuals who are accused of war crimes need to be 

arrested and should be entitled to a fair trial.476 

 

2) Trust and legitimacy  

The TDA recommends to cultivate and to advance the rule of law and basic human 

rights. The new Syrian transitional government should commit themselves to uphold 

the rule of law. To ensure trust, transparency in communication to the public when new 

law proposals and initiatives are going to be implemented that are necessary to achieve 

negative peace is required.477 

 

3) Oversight: 

The TDA advises to set up means of oversight and keep an eye on the justice systems 

and laws to advance a more Syrian democratic state. The development of oversight 

mechanisms would enable accountability and transparency. Independent oversight 

mechanisms should be established “at the national, regional and local levels” in which 

oversight committees and other institutions will monitor the government, prisons, army, 

and police.478 Independent committees should discuss, evaluate and address specific 

problems within the justice systems.479         
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Chapter 2) Transitional Justice 

The Assad regime has ruled with oppression and strife since the outbreak of the revolution in 

2011 and many Syrians have been confronted with anxiety and fear. The current regime and its 

institutions of power need to be reformed because the political, judicial and economic system 

are broken. The Syrian society is also fragmented and many people are traumatised and have 

witnessed horrific crimes and lost many relatives. Attention to the personal dimension of the 

conflict is necessary to overcome feelings of injustice. As such, victims of war crimes need to 

get the justice they deserve and inside and outside of Syria people need to know the truth about 

atrocities of the Assad-regime. Transitional justice is essential to reconcile the different 

religious communities “divided by conflict.”480 The TDA is right to think that without 

“processes of healing”, a successful transition within Syria would be difficult.481  

Summary of four recommendations 

1) The TDA recommends forthwith to set up “a Preparatory Committee on Transitional 

Justice” to establish and start to devise transitional justice strategies and processes. 

Actions need to be taken and Syrians need to be informed of the transitional justice 

processes to prevent actions of revenge. Discussions and evaluation of different 

transitional justice variations are essential to enhance the attention of transitional justice 

procedures and the creation of new institutions.482    

2) The TDA also thinks that “a Commission of Inquiry” should be established to enhance 

“inclusive and broad processes of truth-seeking.”483 Those processes should make it 

possible to find “a shared account of recent Syrian history.”484 One sub-commission will 

be analysing and focussing on the period before the outbreak of the Syrian Civil War. 

Another sub-commission will deal with the period during the Syrian Revolution.485   

3) Another recommendation is to think about and to specify various ways of reconciliation 

which will repair communal relationships. Reparation can be achieved with official 
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offering of remorse, symbolic and material compensation, indemnities, restoration, and 

assurances of non-recurrence.486       

4) It is essential to ensure and to think about longstanding national reconciliation through 

national discussions, psycho-social support, memorialisation, and the creation of new 

national history education.487      

     

Chapter 3) Security Sector Reform 

 The TDA recommends to reform the security sector for the security of all Syrians. This reform 

is necessary to ensure Syrian citizens’ cultural, political and social opportunities.488 New 

answerable, transparent and reformed security organisations should be placed under “civilian 

control” and should maintain “public order” and “defend Syria’s sovereignty and territorial 

integrity.”489 

Summary of recommendations of the four security reform transition phases  

1) Prior to the transition: 

 The various armed opposition groups should be controlled under the new transitional 

government and those groups should respect basic human rights and civilian 

leadership.490 

2) Immediate aftermath and short-term priorities (1 week-14 days): 

 Non-state armed groups should be dissolved and appointed state-militias should detain, 

disarm and arrest those who are responsible for committing crimes against Syrian 

civilians.491 

3) Medium-term measures (1 ½-2 months): 

 Arrest and detain key figures and senior officials of the Assad-regime who may be 

responsible for war crimes and violation of basic human rights.492  

4) Long-term reforms (12 months-end of transitional period): 
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 Reorganise the security services, police units and armed forces and reform the Syrian 

armed forces based on democratic criteria.493 

Figure 1: Security Sector Reform Implementation Timeline.494 

 

Chapter 4) Electoral Reform and Forming a Constitutional Assembly 

Syria need to reform or to create a democratic functioning constituent assembly of elected 

representatives to adopt or to draft a new constitution. Because of the nature of the dictatorship 

of the Assad-family, the constituent assembly should consist of members representing all 

Syrians. This political body should be designed to ensure “inclusiveness” which is essential for 

the future of Syria and its inhabitants.495          

Summary of three recommendations 

1. Design a new democratic electoral system that makes it possible select deputies who are 

representing all the Syrian citizens when a new Syrian constitution is going to be 

drafted.496   

2. Start to develop suggestions to establish “a new political party law” that facilitates the 

registration of new political parties.  

3. All of the new Syrian election processes should be monitored by assigned international, 

national and regional organisations and individuals.497     
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Figure 2: Timeline for Electoral Reform.498 

 

Chapter 5) Constitutional Design 

The TDA argues that a new constitutional design is necessary for the people of Syria to guide 

them into a new period of freedom, peace and democracy.499 A new constitution may be a 

symbolic moment to break with the history of the Assad-regime and its crimes against ordinary 

Syrians. The establishment of a new constitution should ensure democratic processes and adopt 

principles of trust, transparency, legitimacy, accountability, and of inclusiveness.500    

Summary of three recommendations 

 “Constitution-making processes” should benefit Syrians to encourage, enhance and 

advance a new national identity and Syrian unity. The construction of a new national 

identity for all Syrians may help to resolve tensions and increase trust between the 

different elements of Syrian society. Transitional processes that involve constitution-

making may contribute to national reconciliation and establish a more democratic 

culture in the long run.501         

 The new formed constituent assembly should discuss and approve the draft for a new 

constitution. For transparency and inclusiveness, a national referendum may be added 

to approve or to reject the new constitution before it becomes final.   

 Along with the permanent constitution of Syria, civic education and meetings and 

deliberating with the different communities within the Syrian society are necessary to 
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give the Syrians the feeling that the drafting of the constitution echoes their rights and 

desires.502 

Figure 3: Tasks and Phases of the Roadmap for Constitution-making.503 

 

Figure 4: Recommended Timeline for Constitution-Making Processes.504 

 

 

Chapter 6) Economic Restructuring and Social Policy 

The Syrian conflict has resulted in immediate humanitarian aid for emergency relief and the 

manifold challenges to reconstruct post-conflict society. The TDA sees that the Syrian economy 
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is weakened by Assad-regime’s severe policies, exploitation, miscalculation of resources, and 

preferential treatment. The socioeconomic challenges have to be resolved with Syrian human 

and financial capital and foreign and domestic resources.505 Local communities should be 

empowered to make their own choices. The TDA argues that local empowerment “will help 

prevent aid dependence or distortions”, will help both national reconstruction and reconciliation 

processes, and will contribute to long term essential socioeconomic restructuring processes.506 

 

Summary of three key recommendations: 

1. Meetings with national and international NGOs and other local Syrian civil society 

organisations are necessary to draw out and “coordinate donor funds.”507  

2. Provide the required humanitarians aid with the help of emergency relief, such as food, 

medical treatment and protection, and provide essential basic services, “education, 

sanitation, and electricity,” and start with the resettlement of “internally displaced 

persons” and Syrian refugees.  

3. The new Syrian transitional government should take adequate measures to establish 

macroeconomic and microeconomic stability and to return financial assets to the new 

democratic country of Syria.  
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Figure 5: TDA’s Recommendation and Timeline to Implement.508 
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Finally, it has become clear that the goals and objectives, the key principles of “inclusiveness 

and participation”, “transparency and accountability” and “consensus,” are designed for social 

structural, political and economic changes. The summary of the six key areas provide a 

peacebuilding trajectory to ensure long-lasting peace in Syria. In spite of the many challenges 
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and difficult circumstances to achieve a more democratic Syrian state and to restructure the 

socioeconomic systems, the recommendations of the six key areas aim to be clear and follow a 

straight path to ensure a successful transition after negative peace.    

 The goals, objectives and strategies of the 2012 report may contribute to the 

development of the necessary communicative capacities through dialogue. On the national and 

the local level, dialogue between groups and individuals are essential to repair and transform 

relationships when peacebuilding activities aim to get involved in transformation processes at 

the social-structural, intergroup and at the interpersonal levels.509 Intergroup dialogue or 

interaction between people from different groups could reduce violence when they share their 

needs, concerns about safety, common goals, and jointly search for constructive solutions. An 

understanding of both perspectives between different groups through dialogue may contribute 

to discern essential features of social structural change. Peacebuilding activities that emphasise 

to improve, to transform and to repair communal relationships through dialogue are crucial part 

of social structural change by addressing the root causes of the Syrian conflict. This means that 

the relational and the social structural dimension of peacebuilding are closely connected and 

are both indispensable to overcome identity issues. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                           
509 Maiese, “Peacebuilding.”  



92 

 

Conclusion 

In Chapter 1, I contended that the theoretical framework of the social identity theory is still an 

applicable method to analyse and understand an identity-based conflict. On any occasion when 

a certain identity becomes visible we should ask ourselves: who is constructing this identity, 

what are the specific components of this identity, in which historical and socioeconomic context 

is this identity constructed, and where and against what background is this identity created? 

This way of analysis justifies the theoretical framework of the social identity theory to analyse 

identity-based conflicts.         

 Four essential features of the social identity theory were important for my analysis. First, 

an individual’s identity is based on a social identity. Any identity consists of an enormous 

variety of identity attributes. Self - and collective identities are related to each other but do not 

necessarily give a reason for intergroup conflicts (Subsection 1.1). Second, the formation and 

the creation of groups or the bonding of individuals within groups are time and again based on 

material and psychological premises. Individuals need to identify and bond with a group before 

a collective identity comes into existence (Subsection 1.2).    

 Third, destructive and negative emotions of fear, anger and contempt are the necessary 

elements of intergroup conflicts that may result in extreme violence. Socioeconomic and 

political reasons are often used by key religious and political leaders to mobilise the in-group 

and to justify collective violent actions against the outgroup. Identity issues are created by the 

views of the other and also determine the intractability of any given conflict (Subsection 1.3).

 Fourth, the theoretical insights of primordialism, instrumentalism, and constructivism 

should be combined to analyse identity-based conflicts. Primordialism and instrumentalism 

indicate that primordial identities and instrumental grievances are mutually reinforced by the 

Syrian conflict. The two theories are complemented by the constructionist theory considering 

that personal and collective identities are not fixed identities, but are constructed and can be 

adjusted or changed (Subsection 1.4).        

In Chapter 2, I argued that  Alawite identity is not fixed or monolithic and therefore it consists 

of a variety of possible identity sources based on class, tribe, sect, clan, and territory. A 

historical analysis of the Alawi identity reveals which specific identity features become visible 

at a specific moment in history. The construction of an identity depends on the historical 

political and socioeconomic circumstances.       

 The genesis and the development of the religious doctrines of the Nusayri community 

is often based on assumptions and lack of reliable sources. It is therefore difficult to distinguish 
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an adequate narrative of the Nusayri community and its religious precepts. In spite of the 

assumed heterodox precepts, it seems logical to view Nusayrism as a more serious religious 

competitor than is often assumed. Different religious movements were competing with each 

other to convert the masses.         

 Because of political developments in the Syrian hinterland, Nusayrism lost significance 

and influence compared with other Sunni or Shia branches. Competing religious movements 

could only survive or become more dominant if they were supported by powerful rulers. An 

analysis of why certain religious doctrines are considered as heterodox or true reveals the 

interreligious power struggles: which religious movement has the power to determine the 

boundaries of a religion and its precepts (Subsection 2.1)?     

 In Subsection 2.2, I argued that the syncretic elements of the Nusayri religion became a 

contentious topic in only five or six known fatwas issued by Sunni religious scholars 

(Subsection 2.2.1-2.2.3). The well-known and often used religious decree in the Syrian conflict 

nowadays is the fatwa of Ibn Taymiyyah, issued during the Mameluke period. Academics are 

often narrating that the first fatwa was issued because the Mamelukes were in an ongoing state 

of war with external and internal enemies. Based on this corollary, scholars thought that because 

of this political situation the Mamelukes needed religious justification to defeat their 

adversaries.           

 Although not intended, academics created a literary trope of Nusayri persecution and 

massacre by using Muslim religious historiographies as normative primary sources. The 

reiteration of “historical myths”, such as farfetched numbers, questionable historical facts and 

the ongoing Mameluke state of war, needs to stop. In reality there were most likely more cordial 

relationships between the different religious communities and with the Mameluke state. Other 

primary sources or literature could be useful for the construction of a new historical narrative 

(Subsection 2.2.1).                         

 The fatwa of Subsection 2.2.2 can be considered as the beginning of the historical myth 

of Nusayri/Alawite persecution. Nonetheless, Ibn Taymiyyah’s standpoints on the Nusayri and 

Shiite branches are based on erroneous knowledge and false accusations. His viewpoints are 

distorting the general policy of the Mamelukes towards other religious communities. Also the 

fact that he is the only known Sunni religious scholar viewing the Nusayris as apostates at that 

time and his imprisonment because of his behaviour and extreme viewpoints are important 

observations. It is therefore possible that Ibn Taymiyyah’s standpoints and behaviour were 

viewed as “extreme” by the Mameluke state and his fellow religious scholars.   

 Another important document that has contributed to the sectarian identity and collective 
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memory of the Alawis is the 1516 fatwa (Subsection 2.2.3). This fatwa was needed for the 

Ottoman Sultan to quell a Nusayri rebellion. The subsequent actions are known in Alawite 

history as “the Aleppo massacre”. After a historical analysis of the document, there are still 

three important unanswered questions. Firstly, are the numbers of 49,400 Nusayri deaths during 

the Aleppo massacre accurate? Secondly, why had the less well-known local Shaykh Nuh al-

Hanafi al-Dimashqi issued this fatwa and not the prominent Shaykh al-Islam? Thirdly, did the 

Aleppo massacre actually happen? Although these questions remain unanswered, it seems to 

me that the numbers are farfetched and questionable and that it is even doubtful if the massacre 

of Aleppo really occurred: neither Arabic nor Ottoman documents are supporting any evidence 

of sectarian killings during the Ottoman campaigns.       

 In the second part of Subsection 2.2.3, I argued that the religious identity of the Nusayris 

became even more politically important in the nineteenth century. The political dimension of 

the Nusayri identity is related to firstly, the decline of the Ottoman Empire and secondly, 

Western interests in Ottoman territories and its religious communities. The two developments 

had resulted in the Nusayris becoming an important sectarian actor in the power struggles 

between the Ottoman state and Western countries. The Ottomans wanted to transform the 

Nusayris into law-abiding Ottoman citizens while the European super powers wanted to protect 

religious minority groups because of their unfair treatment by Ottoman rule.       

 More visible sectarian discrimination and strife was documented in the second half of 

the nineteenth century. Western interference, the decline of military careers in the Ottoman 

territories and the failed attempt of the Ottoman state to modernise the empire, all contributed 

to intergroup tensions and conflict. This socioeconomic and political background explains the 

more frequent Islamic fundamentalists’ reactions in the Syrian region. The fatwa of al-Mugrabi 

is an example of the rise of Islamic reform movements and thinking.   

 In spite of the sporadic sectarian tensions and conflict, Ottoman tax documents are 

evidence that the Nusayri community were much more politically and socioeconomically 

integrated than previously assumed. As long as the Nusayris did not rebel and paid their taxes, 

the Ottomans had in fact no problems with any religious community. Moreover, there were 

Nusayris working for the Ottoman state. These historical remarks are essential to overcome 

another sectarian myth: the ongoing Nusayri persecution by the Sunni Ottoman state from 1516 

till 1922.             

 From Subsection 2.2.4 to 2.2.4.3, I have analysed the changing religious and political 

identity and status of the Alawites from 1920 till 2016. The 1929 new created Alawi political 

identity was part of French Mandate policies to obstruct feelings of pan-Arabism and Syrian 
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unity. Also part of this strategy was the division of the mandate on religious affiliation, 

highlighting confessional differences, the recruitment of religious communities for the French 

army, and the reluctance to establish economic and financial infrastructures, contributed to 

more intergroup tension and conflict from 1922 till 1946.       

 During the post-Ottoman period more literature on Alawites by Alawites themselves 

appeared. Alawite intellectuals and religious scholars were pioneers in delineating and defining 

a post-Ottoman Alawite identity. Alawi precepts needed to be reformed and contributed to the 

creation of a new religious identity. Alawi religious leaders aimed to embrace Twelver Shiism 

to modernise the Alawite faith and community, because their community needed to be more 

integrated into Muslim society. This might be the reason why the Alawite ulama between 1920 

and 1936 often declared that the Alawis were Shia Muslims and explains why Shia Islam had 

become more part of the Alawi identity.               

 Concerning possible Syrian independence, the Alawite society was highly divided 

between unionists and separatists. Separatists were using sectarian rhetoric to justify an 

independent Alawite state. They argued that the Alawites would be slaughtered because they 

were considered as non-Muslim by the Sunni majority. A separate Alawi state was politically 

justified by key Alawite politicians by reiterating the ongoing Alawite persecution by Sunni 

rulers myth.            

 It is no coincidence that during Alawite discussions whether or not to support a new 

Syrian state al-Husseini issued the 1936 fatwa. The fatwa is significant because it was for the 

first time that Alawites should be considered as Muslims. The religious decree was therefore 

issued to reassure Alawites who were afraid of Sunni intolerance and to emphasise Syrian unity. 

Although the fatwa was highly politically motivated, the religious decree aimed to enhance 

more acceptance and social integration of Alawites in Muslim society. This fatwa is an example 

of the concept that identities are constructed and not fixed and can be changed to construct a 

more inclusive identity that is part of large community (Subsection 2.2.4.1).      

 In Subsection 2.2.4.2, I explained the political context and social circumstances that led 

to the Alawites being recognised as Twelver Shia through the religious declarations of Al-

Shirzazi and al-Sadr. The most unstable post-independence period in Syria lasted from 1949 till 

1971. The instrumental use of tribalism, regionalism and sectarianism to take or maintain power 

could be seen in the frequent coup attempts and coups d'état. Pure power politics within the 

Baath Party from 1963 till 1970 created the beginning of sincere tensions between the different 

religious communities in Syrian society.         

 The beginning of the Assad dictatorship, the absence of sincere political parties with 
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Sunni representatives, and the bad socioeconomic policies of Assad created even more dormant 

sectarian grievances and intergroup tensions. The socioeconomic and political developments 

aggravated many Sunnis. It is therefore obvious that between 1971 and 1973 al-Shirzazi and al-

Sadr both issued a declaration to link the Alawites with Twelver Shiism. These two religious 

declarations were needed to lessen intergroup tensions, to reassure the Sunni majority and to 

justify the regime of Assad.         

 However, some Lebanese Alawite groups did not like the newly constructed Alawi 

identity being connected with Twelver Shiism. The tensions between supporters and opponents 

of the construction of this new identity demonstrate the Alawite identity issues within their own 

community, although these issues were more visible in Lebanon than in Syria. The political 

Alawite identity was religiously constructed and some Alawites were concerned with the 

problematic question of what the Alawite identity was.      

 The Muslim Brotherhood murdered Alawis and used sectarian rhetoric to divide the 

Syrian communities along sectarian lines to ignite a sectarian war in the so-called Islamic 

uprising from 1976 till 1982. The Muslim Brotherhood’s actions strengthen Alawite solidarity 

and their fear of possible Sunni revenge. The aftermath of the Islamic uprising was that the 

Alawite identity was inherently tied with Twelver Shiism, the Assad-regime, and laid the 

foundation for the intergroup conflicts that erupted in 2011.     

 In Subsection 2.2.4.3, I analysed the content of the 2016 Declaration of an Identity 

Reform. The once promising 2011 Syrian Revolution had become an identity-based conflict 

due to Assad’s regime’s sectarian policies of misinformation and actions, and the involvement 

of proxy militias supported by foreign countries. All this aggravated the already perceived 

gradual development of a Sunni character of the revolution. Fear, insecurity and extreme 

sectarian violence resulted in more pervasive sectarian identities and collective mobilisation by 

political entrepreneurs. Fear of Sunni revenge strengthen the Alawis and other religious 

minorities to support the regime. It is because of these difficult political and socioeconomic 

circumstances that unidentified Alawis issued the 2016 Declaration of an Identity Reform. 

 The identity reform contradicts earlier publications and documents from within the 

Alawi community. The authors argued that the Alawite identity was constructed by the 

collective memory of Alawi fears and for the obvious political reasons. The document also 

contends that the historical myths of Sunni persecution need to be adjusted and deconstructed. 

Without mentioning any detailed solutions, the authors think that the Alawite narratives of 

Sunni persecution will be overcome by the creation of a new Syrian identity and a new history 

of the formation of the Syrian state.               
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 The document reveals that Islam should not be involved in future Syrian politics. 

Without secularism, the authors think that it is not possible for the Syrian state to achieve full 

equality of religious communities and its members. The reason behind this is that religion 

obstructs national integration of all confessional communities. Civic principles and Syrian 

citizenship should enhance intergroup cordial relationships and a sense of Syrian unity.   

 The authors disavow the content of all the fatwas, reject that Ibn Nusayr is the founding 

father of the Alawites, and repudiate that Alawites are Twelver Shia. The document argues that 

the Alawite identity is purely religious and Alawite esotericism is the third path of Islam. 

Although the authors aim to disconnect the political component of the religious identity, it 

seems that it is difficult to make a sincere distinction between a religious and a political Alawite 

identity.            

 This declaration is still useful for peacebuilders and conflict analysts to encourage them 

to think about how to transform Alawite identity issues by designing peacebuilding activities 

that enhance Syrian national integration and reconciliation.       

In the last chapter I argued that peacebuilding means designing strategies and implementing 

activities that should stop actual violence, prevent recurrent violence, and establish long lasting 

peace. Sustainable peace is only possible when the root causes of the Syrian conflict are 

addressed and peacebuilding activities to transform the socioeconomic and political structures 

are implemented. Alawite identity issues are intrinsically related to political and socioeconomic 

structures. To move beyond the Syrian identity-based conflict all of these problems and 

challenges need to be resolved (Subsection 3.1-3.2).         

 Subsection 3.3, I analysed and summarised the six chapters of the 2012 Report of the 

TDA. This comprehensive report presents key recommendations, goals and fundamentals to 

transform existing socioeconomic and political structures. The six key fields aims to overcome 

identity issues.510          

 There are three essential recommendations of the report in which the obtained 

knowledge of Chapter 2 could be useful for peacebuilding activities. Firstly, new historical 

education should be established to construct a new history of Syria in which historical events 

and myths need to be analysed, nuanced, and contextualised. A special commission and its sub-

commissions need to construct the history before and after the Syrian revolution of 2011.  

 Secondly, special commissions should interact with key figures of religious 

                                                           
510 The six fields are: the rule of law, transitional justice, security sector reform, electoral reform and forming a 

constitutional assembly, constitutional design, and economic restructuring and social policy. 
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communities to identity and to discuss how to foster a new Syrian identity with the help of 

specific civic norms and values in order to establish a sense of Syrian citizenship. An emphasis 

on Syrian unity should contribute to look for over-arching values to enhance the creation of a 

large Syrian community that includes all confessional groups. Although it is difficult, religious 

or sectarian identities should therefore be subordinated to a new more inclusive Syrian identity 

that enhances Syrian citizenship and equality of all Syrian individuals.  

 Thirdly, more future research has to be done to create a more nuanced and realistic 

historical narrative of Nusayri relationships with the Mameluke and Ottoman government and 

other sects to deconstruct pervasive sectarian myths and biased primary sources. The ongoing 

Alawite persecution by Sunnis myth should be debunked and should be discussed within the 

Alawite community but also with other communities to overcome identity issues. Joint 

scientific projects with historians and religious scholars may result in new scholarly 

publications to address historical aberrations and to point out a more nuanced history of cordial 

relationships and sometimes periods of intergroup strife. This knowledge could be part of or 

supplement the knowledge of the commission that is responsible for the creation of a new 

Syrian history and historical education.         

Finally, the strength of this study is that it aims to analyse the construction of the Alawite 

identity from the ninth century till 2016 through primary sources, secondary literature and 

religious declarations. The construction of the Alawite identity reveals a community aiming to 

find its place in society and the identity’s adaption to the cultural, religious, social, ideological 

and political frameworks.          

 This study has shown that a historical analysis is indispensable to understand the current 

situation in Syria. To move beyond the visible sectarian expression of the Syrian conflict, I 

focused on the historical and relational patterns combined with the development of political and  

socioeconomic structures. Only when conflict analysts and peacebuilders are able to identify 

and understand what has actually occurred can they start thinking about how to create 

peacebuilding strategies and activities to transform socioeconomic and political structures, and 

means to enhance sustainable personal relationships and intergroup dialogue.    

 However, it is impossible to elaborate on all the details of the Alawite community due 

to the vast timespan of this study. Much more can be elaborated on the political and 

socioeconomic developments, specific historical events and key figures of the Alawite 

community during the Ottoman period of the nineteenth century and the French Mandate 

period. Also more Arabic and French primary sources could be used to give a more detailed 
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and comprehensive historical analysis of the Alawite identity.     

 Much more can be discussed on and pointed out in detail about the subtleties of conflict 

transformation and the involved peacebuilding activities to overcome identity issues. In this 

study I could elaborate more on the personal, the relational, the structural, and the cultural 

dimension of the conflict. The discussed notions of concepts, strategies and implementation of 

peacebuilding may be viewed as too broad or too general. More detailed examples of specific 

peacebuilding activities, such as workshops, could be provided as well as a summary of which 

peacebuilding activities to overcome identity issues were successful in other conflicts.

 Future research should therefore focus on specific periods how the Alawite identity is 

constructed and how academics could contribute to deconstruct and stop the literary trope of 

Alawite persecution by Sunnis. The first step is to discuss and to analyse the different primary 

sources through joint scholarly effort among academics to seek specific documents in French 

and Ottoman archives. The second step is new research to focus on microhistory or local history 

by moving away from the sectarian to the local.     

 Future research should combine these new historical insights with current conflict 

transformation studies to design and to think about specific peacebuilding activities to 

overcome identity issues in Syria. Although it is difficult to envision a more democratic Syria, 

to establish more intergroup cordial relationships and to achieve sustainable peace, we should 

still aim to see conflicts as possibilities for constructive changes as Lederach would argue: 

“Deep conflicts are stressful and painful. At worst, they are violent and destructive. Yet at the 

same time, they create some of the most intense spiritual encounters we experience. Conflict 

opens a path, a holy path, toward revelation and reconciliation.”511 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                           
511 John Paul Lederach, Reconcile: Conflict Transformation for Ordinary Christians (Harrisonburg: Herald 

Press, 2014), 14. 



100 

 

Bibliography 

Aburish, Said. Nasser the Last Arab. New York: Thomas Dunne Books, 2005. 

Akin, Jennifer. “Interpersonal Communication.” Beyond Intractability. September, 2003. 

Accessed January 14, 2018. https://www.beyondintractability.org/essay/interpersonal-

communication. 

Alianak, Sonia. Middle Eastern Leaders and Islam: A Precarious Equilibrium. Peter Lang 

Publishing Inc., 2007. 

Ashmore, Richard D., and Lee Jussim. Self and Identity: Fundamental Issues (Rutgers Series 

on Self and Social Identity Volume I). New York: Oxford University Press, 1997. 

Ashmore, Richard D., Lee Jussim, and David Wilder. Social Identity, Intergroup Conflict, and 

Conflict Reduction (Rutgers Series on Self and Social Identity Volume III). New York: Oxford 

University Press, 2001. 

Autesserre, Séverine. The Trouble with the Congo: Local Violence and the Failure of 

International Peacebuilding. New York: Cambridge University Press, 2010. 

Bar, Shmuel. Bashar's Syria:” The Regime and its Strategic Worldview,” Journal 

Comparative Strategy, Volume 25, Issue 5 (2006): 353-445. 

Bar-Asher, Meir Michael. “The Iranian Component of the Nusayri Religion.” Iran: journal of 

the British Institute of Persian Studies Vol. 41 (2003): 217-227. 

Bar-Asher, Meir M. and Aryeh Kofsky. The Nusayri-Alawi Religion: An Enquiry into Its 

Theology and Liturgy. Leiden: Brill, 2010. 

Bardakcı, Selma, Ertuğrul Genç, and Dilara C. Hekimci. “Syria Falls from Grace: The Rise of 

Sectarianism and Radicalism.” Democracy and Society 12, no. 1 (2017): 10-12. Accessed 

October 19, 2017. https://government.georgetown.edu/sites/government/files/GU-D%26S-

22.pdf. 

Batatu, Hanna. “Some Observations on the Social Roots of Syria's Ruling, Military Group and 

the Causes for Its Dominance”. In Middle East Journal, Vol. 35, No. 3 (Summer, 1981): 331-

344. 

Batatu, Hanna. Syria's Peasantry, the Descendants of Its Lesser Rural Notables, and Their 

Politics. Princeton, Princeton University Press, 1999. 

https://www.beyondintractability.org/essay/interpersonal-communication
https://www.beyondintractability.org/essay/interpersonal-communication
https://government.georgetown.edu/sites/government/files/GU-D%26S-22.pdf
https://government.georgetown.edu/sites/government/files/GU-D%26S-22.pdf


101 

 

Bhabha, Homi K. The Location of Culture .London: Routledge, 1994. 

Botes, Johannes. “Conflict Transformation: A Debate over Semantics or a Crucial Shift in the 

Theory and Practice of Peace and Conflict Studies?” International Journal of Peace Studies 8, 

no. 2 (Autumn/Winter 2003): 1-27. Accessed October 20, 2017. 

http://www.gmu.edu/programs/icar/ijps/vol8_2/botes.htm.  

Brahm, Eric. “Civic Education.” Beyond Intractability. July, 2006. Accessed January 14, 

2018. https://www.beyondintractability.org/essay/civic-education. 

Briscoe, Ivan, Floor Janssen and Rosan Smits, Stability and economic recovery after Assad: 

key steps for Syria’s post-conflict transition. The Hague: Netherlands Institute of International 

Relations ‘Clingendael’ Conflict Research Unit, 2012.  

Brunner, Rainer. Islamic Ecumenism in the 20th Century: The Azhar and Shiism between 

Rapprochement and Restraint. Leiden: Brill, 2004. 

Burgess, Heidi. “Damaged or Destroyed Relationships.” Beyond Intractability. September, 

2003. Accessed January 14, 2018. https://www.beyondintractability.org/essay/damaged-

relationships. 

Burgess, Heidi, and Cate Malek. “Public Participation.” Beyond Intractability. September, 

2005. Accessed January 14, 2018. https://www.beyondintractability.org/essay/public-

participation. 

Burgess, Heidi, and Guy M. Burgess. “What Are Intractable Conflicts?” Beyond 

Intractability. November, 2003. Accessed October 19, 2017. 

http://www.beyondintractability.org/essay/meaning-intractability. 

Burke, Peter J., and Jan E. Stets. Identity Theory. Oxford: Oxford University, 2009. 

Collelo, Thomas. Syria: A Country Study. Washington: GPO for the Library of Congress, 

1987. Accessed January 16, 2017. http://countrystudies.us/syria/. 

Collier, Paul, and Anke Hoeffler. “Gree d and Grievance in Civil War.” Oxford Economic 

Papers 56 (2004): 563-95. Accessed October 22, 2017. 

https://www.csae.ox.ac.uk/workingpapers/pdfs/2002-01text.pdf. 

Commins, David and David W. Lesch. Historical Dictionary of Syria. 3rd ed. Lanham, MD: 

The Scarecrow Press, Inc., 2014. 

http://www.gmu.edu/programs/icar/ijps/vol8_2/botes.htm
https://www.beyondintractability.org/essay/civic-education
https://www.beyondintractability.org/essay/damaged-relationships
https://www.beyondintractability.org/essay/damaged-relationships
https://www.beyondintractability.org/essay/public-participation
https://www.beyondintractability.org/essay/public-participation
http://www.beyondintractability.org/essay/meaning-intractability
http://countrystudies.us/syria/
https://www.csae.ox.ac.uk/workingpapers/pdfs/2002-01text.pdf


102 

 

Conduit, Dara. “The Syrian Muslim Brotherhood and the Spectacle of Hama.” Middle East 

journal, vol. 70, no. 2, (Spring 2016): 211-226. 

Chandra, Kanchan. “Cumulative Findings in the Study of Ethnic Politics.” APSA-CP, Volume 

12, Issue 1 (Winter 2001): 7-25. 

Chehab, Ahmad. “Alawites of Syria: Some Reflections on Theological Takfir.” Academia. 

2014. Accessed November 4, 2017. 

https://www.academia.edu/7088320/Alawites_of_Syria_Some_Reflections_on_Theological_

Takfir. 

Daftary, Farhad. a History of Shi’i Islam. London: I.B. Tauris Publishers, 2013 

Danailov Frckoski, Ljubomir. Negotiation in Identity Conflicts. 3rd ed. Skopje: Magor Doo 

Skopje, 2012. 

Deutsch, Morton, Peter T. Coleman, and Eric C. Marcus. The Handbook of Conflict 

Resolution Theory and Practice. 2nd ed. San Francisco: Jossey-Bass A Wiley Imprint, 2006. 

Doucey, Marie. “Understanding the Root Causes of the Conflict: Why it Matters for 

International Crisis Management.” International Affairs Review 20, no. 2 (Fall 2011): 1-11. 

Accessed October 19, 2017. http://iar-

gwu.org/sites/default/files/articlepdfs/Understanding%20the%20Root%20Causes%20-

%20Doucey.pdf. 

Dugan, Máire A. “Power Inequities.” Beyond Intractability. February, 2004. Accessed 

January 14, 2018. https://www.beyondintractability.org/essay/power-inequities. 

Dugan, Máire A. “Prejudice.” Beyond Intractability. January, 2004. Accessed January 14, 

2018. https://www.beyondintractability.org/essay/prejudice. 

Dussaud, René. Histoire et religion des Nosairîs. Paris: É. Bouillon, 1900. 
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