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Abstract

Intimate bodies, violent struggles:
The poetics and politics of nuptiality in Syria

Caught between conflicting historical fantasies of an exotic Orient and images of the
oppressive and threatening Other, Syria embodies both the colonial attraction of
Arabesque par excellance simultaneously along with fears of civilization clashes. In
anthropology the road to Damascus is a road less travelled, a road perilously
understudied. Venturing on such a road, this ethnography is one of few
contemporary anthropological accounts of Syria, and the first to situate itself among
the Druze community as well as the transient spaces of/between the communal, the
national and the global.

Undertaken in the years immediately preceding the so-called Arab Spring, and caught
amidst the personal familial relations and ruptures of a close-knit sectarian
community, the relationship between the zntimate and the violent became central in
framing the empirical and theoretical endeavour. The fine and fragile line between
intimacy and violence was pervasive and raised questions such as: How are relations
formed, performed, and challenged within the Syrian context? How are power
relations of intimacy and violence embodied and to what extent are such relations
constitutive of social reality within the contexts of the Syrian polity? Encountering
issues of «class, gender, sect, state, capitalist globalisation and Western
governmentality, this thesis is based on fourteen months of ethnographic fieldwork
within the Druze community and dance research inside Syria. Specifically, this
ethnography takes the nuptial body as the epicentre of historical, social, political and
economic power relations, as a practical embattled territory, and traces the
choreographies of power through Syrian bodies in (a) dances and transformative
rituals within the Druze community, (b) on the state-funded stages of folklore
festivals, and (c) through the European Union’s sponsoring and investing in Syrian
professional dances. Choreographing power relations and clashes between/within
empires, the thesis develops the concept of nuptiality as the relational idiomatic frame
of violent intimacies that produce the body as an arena of contestations and
struggles, a fragmented plane upon which power relations emerge.

But bodies move in elusive, subversive and powerful rhythms, simultaneously
performing, defying and crystallising their own subjugations and transformations — it
is these moving bodies, in intimate spaces that this ethnography is about. This
theoretical approach, and its own intimate methodological forbearer, is used to
challenge regnant theories of power and relationality in contemporary Syria, as well
as essential purveyances of Arab bodies. Instead, the concept of nuptiality is used
simultaneously to explain hegemonic quests for bodies, and the captivating force and
fluidity of embodied everyday struggles.
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Leish rebearsal of Alf Mabrouk. Photograph by author, 2009.

In reality, understanding is usually a result of enforced displacement, of crises that wrench a person out
of his or her habitual routines of thought and behavior, rather than a product of philosophical choice
or idle curiosity. Understanding others requires more than an intellectual movement from one’s own
position to theirs; it involves physical upheaval, psychological turmoil, and moral confusion. This is
why suffering is inescapable concomitant of understanding — the loss of the illusion that one’s own
particular worldview is universally tenable, the pain of seeing in the face and gestures of a stranger the
invalidation of oneself. [...] It is here, in what I call the fugitive imagination, rather than in European
salons and seminars, that we may recognize and be reconciled to the sometimes painful truth that the
human world constitutes our common ground, our shared heritage, nof as a place of comfortably consistent
unity but as a site of contingency, difference, and struggle.

Jackson 2006: 257-258 (emphasis in the original)
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Chapter One
Intimate bodies, violent struggles: The poetics and politics of
nuptiality in Syria

Becoming an anthropologist: Photograph of a little girl in the desert

On my very first trip to Syria, in July 2008, I took a photograph that I have been very
fond of ever since. The photograph is of a little girl, perhaps seven or eight years old.
The girl wears a long colourful dress (galabiyah), a white scarf around her waist, a
turquoise hat. She has no shoes. Next to the girl, there is a similarly colourful three-
wheeled bike, painted in blue and green. Under the wheel there is a sticker on each
side in the colours of the Syrian flag and a sticker with the letters ‘SYR’ written in
English in the middle. A plastic heliotrope decorates the upper part of the light,
underneath it a CD and a red cloth hang. Some rugs hang from the carrier. An
animal tent can be seen in the background. The girl poses playfully in front of the
camera lens. She holds the handlebar with one hand, the other is lifted at the level of
her head — a fist, it seems like she’s waving something at us. She bites her lips and
they smile. One foot on the ground, the other on the footrest, the little girl seems

ready to take off on an exciting journey, the kind that only children know.

The photograph was taken in Hawi al-Hawa, a small village in the prefecture of Al-
Raqqa, in Northeast Syria. I had been invited by a Syrian anthropologist, Professor
Sulayman Khalaf, whose doctoral thesis was based on fieldwork conducted in this
very village (Khalaf 1981). I must admit that every time I meet an academic whose
work has inspired me, I get quite excited. Like meeting a Hollywood star, I was
excited to meet the anthropologist as well as the many persons from the ‘cast’ of his
ethnography. We were walking an initial and initiating tour in his twenty-seven year
old fieldsite — a tour through anthropology itself. And when we reached the outskirts
of the village, the little girl came to play. She was alone where the village stopped and
agricultural farmland began. Her surroundings and her rugged clothes were ample
evidence that she belonged to one of many nomadic families that travel throughout
the Euphrates region to work as seasonal agricultural labours or by herding other
people’s animals. These are not Bedouins, I was told many times, they are the rural

poor, forced by economic necessity to lead a nomadic life.
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What was more startling, to me, was the apparent contradiction between the
happiness of this beautiful child and her surrounding conditions. Her playfulness
made her poverty almost irrelevant, and at the same time made poverty extremely
present. She seemed oblivious to her dire conditions, oblivious even to the dangers
of playing with strangers. But why do I like this photograph so much? Is it because
of its romantic carefree naiveté? Does the old-fashioned three-wheeled vehicle with a
little girl in the driver’s seat ready to fly from the desert to the stars, somehow
embody an Orientalist ‘authentic’ Syria, an imagination that transforms inequality
into a tourist attraction, an attraction of some yet to be discovered authenticity,

romantic notion of freedom and nature of the kind that Rousseau described?

It took me two years to decipher why, really, I like this photograph. The resemblance
was not between an imagined Syria and a little girl in the desert, the resemblance
rather was between the little girl and myself. I do look like her, or in any case did,
when I first arrived in Syria. Excited, with ill-fitting tools, ready to take off, sure to
have an adventure. I arrived in Syria filled with expectations and images and with
little experience. My twenty-two years of age did not amount to much of an
adulthood, whose knowledge anyway I had only experienced second-hand, having
spent most of my time in school and university. And in the preparatory year prior to
my fieldwork in Syria, how many books could I have read, and how could I have
better prepared myself for what was coming? I was that little girl, excited at the sight
of strangers, leaning against an imaginary old carriage, oblivious to where she is, and
just happy to be. So happy indeed, that the excitement was all that mattered. And so,
I arrived in Syria with very little idea of what it was that I was looking for, with a
certainty of an impending adventure, and with equipment that was too big for me to
carry (a heavy semi-professional camera, recording devices, video). With the benefit
of hindsight, I am not sure that I would repeat the venture again. I would argue
against it by deeming the affair too immature, too ill-prepared. Besides all of the
obstacles in the process of this research, it is perhaps because of this little girl that I
have, finally, made it. Her excitement, however immaterial and childish, is what has
carried me through. She — and a certain amount of good luck. The immense luck to
meet and share a year with some of the most beautiful and generous people I have
ever met, and the immense luck to find myself in their stories and events of their

lives. That is how a story far from finishing begins.
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Figure 1.1: Little girl in the desert. Photograph by anthor, July 2008.

On navigation

This chapter introduces the main ideas, threads and concepts that are dealt in the
thesis, along with significant events that not only colour my writing but also continue
to run parallel with it. This chapter firstly provides the background, themes and aims
of the thesis: anthropology as epistemology, scope and framework, synopsis of thesis
and contributions. Secondly, it elaborates on the significance of events as analytical
problems, and also as experiences that embody, shape and colour both fieldwork and

writing process.

Anthropology as epistemology

At first, seemingly unrelated words and images would emerge from the bottom of my
Arabic coffee cup. Anna would read them with as much surprise as I would hear her
speak, both of us sitting under the mild afternoon sun in the open courtyard of my

‘adopted’ family’s house in Jaramana. Then, she would weave them into stories, in
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artistic and colourful tapestries, and I would ask her questions, urge her to go on.
And she would, repeating ‘it is just for fun.” Often, when Anna came to our house,
lots of coffee would be brewed and offered, and Anna would spend many hours
reading into our cups, qjust for fun.” Perhaps Anna would now read these on the

bottom of my cup:

Becomings. The event. The Others. Power.

Like reading the coffee, these words are characteristic aspects of my research but
bear no metaphysical meanings — just physical, embodied and fragmented realities.
These are the realities of an epistemological discipline, which does not only search
for ‘what is’ knowledge, but also how ‘knowledge’ is constituted, in brief by
addressing questions such as: how do we know what we know? In anthropology
there is a further distinction; not only we ask ‘what may we know about X’ but also
‘how do our ethnographic subjects know what they know’ and ‘how do we,
researchers, know what we know?” In such an epistemological endeavour,
subjectivities like anthropologists’ and their ethnographic intetlocutors’ are always
already socially constructed as much as they intersubjectively co-construct each other.
What becomes anthropological ‘knowledge’ in the end is a conglomeration of
interactive epistemological questions regarding self-knowledge production alongside
the ‘other’s” knowledge production. This meeting of knowledge production tropes
(Strathern 2005) can potentially be violent (Jackson 2000), instructive or destructive,
but only through such an epistemological collision may the (more interesting)
questions of the what-s and the why-s of certain knowledge productions be fruitfully

addressed.

It is because of such epistemological concerns that my thesis begins as a coffee

reading.

‘Becomings’ refers to the ethnographer, the anthropologist, and the writer. The
petson who perceives the wortld, like anyone else, through his/her own subjectivity,
the person who undertakes the ‘cognitive journey’ (Amit 2000) during fieldwork
towards the impossible ‘tenet of Sameness’ (Argyrou 2002: 1), an inhabitant of

‘fugitive imagination’ (Jackson 2006), but also a persona that not only, within certain
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limits and data triangulation methods, constructs his/her fieldwork, but also who in
turn is constructed through it. Perhaps this is what the fox in the Little Prince meant
by taming and understanding: first and foremost to tame one’s awareness.' For, the
process of fieldwork or getting a doctorate is not only an academic rite of passage for
perseverance, but actually, the start of an endless anthropological becoming. In
becoming an anthropologist through this thesis, my reflections and reflexivity are not
present only in a separate methodological chapter. They feature as methodological
and theoretical aspects in every chapter. Writing about ‘others’ could not happen
without exposing and dwelling on the ambiguities of our, real or fictive, mutual co-

dependence.

‘The Event’ is no social drama (cf. Turner 1982). It refers to a specific, although not
always singular, event that took place during my fieldwork. It was rupture, a violent
clash, that did not involve directly the ethnographer, but which inevitably coloured
and left a lasting mark on my looking glass. Coming to terms with this event, in all its
fragmented continuities and stitched-up singularities, has been a major preoccupation
of my key interlocutors and a personal matter to me. Not only was I unable to ignore
it, but it was inevitable that it coloured my thesis. Thus, ‘the event,” an indication of
things that unexpectedly happen, also structures my thesis, in a way that I hope

embraces ambiguities and raises questions.

‘Hell is other people’ wrote Sartre in his play No Exit (1989), but I would timidly add
‘maybe, but also they are heaven too.” In this thesis ‘Others’ refers to the
ethnographic field, to the examples, depictions, descriptions and discussions of
Syrians that feature in the subsequent chapters. Social reality is largely constructed,
but if I was to write about an imaginative work I would have stayed at home and
written a novel. This characterisation, thus, refers to the epistemological terrain of
‘what is known’ and of ‘how/why it is known’ within the contexts of a Middle
Eastern ethnography about Syria. In terms of my work this translates into the
ethnographic descriptions and examples that make up the largest portion of my
thesis, and also contribute significantly to the understudied Syrian landscape and to
the much less studied contexts of the specific religious community that I happened

to live with.

Le«One only understands the things that one tames,” said the fox” (Saint Exupéry 1991).
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Finally, ‘Power’ refers to both relations of power, running through all relations, but
also to theoretical frameworks, the anthropological analysis that takes into account
the anthropologist, certain singularities, and the ethnographic context in order to
provide a meta-commentary. Thus, the Foucauldian analytical paradigm of
power/knowledge has informed my descriptions and interpretations of the Sytian
social reality, whilst my own reflections and reflexivity aim to illuminate and make
clear the debates surrounding writing culture (Clifford and Marcus 1986). At the
same time, however, I must admit a certain theoretical promiscuity in regards to
fitting my ethnographic data to pre-ordained analytical modes. In this respect, I have
done my utmost to follow what Sillitoe (1996: 13—14) has termed ‘ethnographic
determinism,” which I understand as the anthropological rigor and fidelity first and

foremost to the ethnography observed, participated in, and recorded.

Scope and theoretical framework of thesis

This thesis maps power relations in contemporary Syria and the ways in which these
are embodied, negotiated and contested. Specifically, power relations are traced
through the construction of nuptial bodies as relational spaces and sites of intimacy
and violence, or violent intimacy, in contemporary Syria. Proposing the concept of
nuptiality as an alternative political view to kinship and marriage theories within a
relational framework of power, the thesis argues that bodies become intimate
through relational practices such as marriages, that function as an idiom of
relationality in general, but this is a form of intimacy that may readily turn into

violence.

The thesis explores issues of relationality through struggles within families of a
religious and classed community, as well as power relations along the lines of the
Syrian state, its position within the global capitalist system and the perpetuation of
Western governmentality. Along the theoretical continuum of intimacy and violence,
I argue that nuptial bodies are not only the recurrent referent that diverse power
relations strive to inscribe and possess but also that processes of nuptiality frame the
contingent relational modes of social reality through the creation of intimate/violent
places and bodies. Building on Herzfeld’s notion of cultural intimacy (2005), I trace

intimacy in movements, bodies and relations through which people, places,
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institutions and other abstractions come closer, and become tactile, specific, familiar.
Violence within the realm of intimacy (cf. Appadurai 1998) refers particularly to the
poetics of violence as a result of closeness and intimacy, as the result of the touch

(Deleuze and Guattari 2005 [1987]; Manning 2007).

Nuptial bodies, and the concept of nuptiality, refer to two interrelated definitions:
‘nuptial bodies’ refer to the nexus of pervasive relations that are created and
sustained through the idiom of kinship. ‘Nuptiality’ refers to an idiomatic relationality
that frames any relation and creates modes of knowing, a governmentality of
conducting relations as an emergent historical, social, political and economic
phenomenon out of which relations in contemporary Syria make sense. These two
definitions are intetrelated since agents both use/manipulate relations of kinship
and/or create fictive kinship relations so as to pursue their own goals, but also the
poetics of nuptiality hold structural social assumptions about ways of relating and
knowing as a practical embodied ontology, as a socio-political contingent habitus

(Bourdieu 2007 [1977]; Bourdieu and Wacquant 1992).

However, the concept of nuptiality differs significantly from previous uses of kinship
within and outside of the anthropological and Middle Eastern contexts because I use
it as a way of understanding processual developments as well as singular events
within a specific historical, social, political and economic milieu. With the body as the
tactile phenomenological horizon of possibilities and becoming (Metleau-Ponty 1962
[1945]; Deleuze and Guattari 2005 [1987]), I argue that nuptiality, contrary to
prevalent ideas of kinship, tradition and endogamy, is a contemporary phenomenon
of interrelations within the Syrian social fabric. In this way, nuptiality as a theoretical
framework perhaps raises more questions than it, or a doctoral thesis, can answer:
How do Syrians relate? How do they form, perform and deform existing and
emerging relations? To what extent can relations be viewed as processual or as
singular? Is there any possible analytical metaphor or problematic by which relations
may be comparatively studied horizontally as much as vertically? How can we analyse
relations between families, communities, classes, genders, rural, urban, society and
state? Is Syria an isolated island or is it part of a capitalist globalisation? Rising
questions and critically engaging with Syrian and Middle Eastern ethnography, much

tormented not only through political struggles, wars, and internal violence but also
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through analyses that (re) produce inequalities as endemic and static elements of

‘culture,’ is perhaps the only road ahead.

Nuptiality, as a social idiom of framing relations that, following Foucault, I take to be
relations of power, emerges through the intersubjective movements of intimate
subject-making and place-making: proximities of persons, places, and affairs. The
politics of nuptiality emerge simultaneously with its poetics, across the spectrum of
intimate—violent relations. The phrase ‘poetics and politics’ may be an overused
cliché, but often clichés bear relevance, and in this case poetics and politics refers to
existence and multipurpose experiences of a specific relational mode of
power/knowledge. The thesis follows the struggles that create the body as a
contested political, economic and social territory within a close-knit religious
community in Syria, the Druze population in the suburb of Jaramana. Located in the
peripheries of Damascus, and on the fringes of the Syrian state, this is where intimate
and violent struggles for bodies are being fought the most. However, the struggles
that animate bodies as intimate and violent sites in Jaramana also partake in different
arenas within the Syrian polity, such as state policies and intellectual, artistic

contestations on the Syrian nuptial body.

Synopsis of thesis

Tracing the contours of embodied struggles in Syria, the thesis starts by looking at
the historical, political and social emplacement of the Druze in their long history, as
well as within contemporary Syria. Chapter two provides historical, theoretical and

methodological background that foregrounds the thesis.

In chapter three, the city of Jaramana, and its Druze inhabitants are introduced in
detail. The chapter explores relations in space and time through contextualisation
within the historical construction of a heterodox Islamic community, as well as the
contemporary realities of the urban suburb. Two Druze families, their histories,
genealogies, and their houses animate classed and gendered differences and
similarities within the religious community, through which the chapter explores the
construction of spatial intimacy within the social fabric of a Druze neighbourhood.

The concepts of making place through history and continuous intimate interactions
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are introduced in this chapter, thus locating fieldwork physically as much as

intimately.

Focused on cosmological beliefs and contemporary practices, chapter four explores
the centrality of the body and its constant transformations through not only local
reincarnation beliefs but also contemporary political and social struggles that
permeate the Druze community. Specifically the chapter explores the role of the
body in Druze cosmology and ritual practice (death and birth). Through body rituals
and body transformations, this chapter shows that becoming a Druze is always a
social process, negotiated and resisted through, among others, bodily practices.
Locating the body as a site of struggle through practices, beliefs and rituals, this
chapter offers novel contributions regarding Druze practices in Jaramana, and,
importantly, provides a dynamic, political view of relational processes and ritual

intersubjectivity, whilst substantiating the body as a site of struggle.

Chapter five focuses on the poetics and politics of wedding rituals in Jaramana in
order to explore the relation between bodies and marriages, and specifically how
bodies become intimate through social praxis in wedding rituals. Alongside
ethnographic descriptions of historical and present-day weddings, the chapter
discusses the concepts of body-politic and cultural intimacy, exploring the nuptial
body in terms of its political extensions as well as in terms of communal and societal
relations. Discussing the poetics of the social construction of relational intimacies
through nuptial rituals, the chapter argues against static notions of kinship and ritual,
introducing the concept of nuptiality as a form of social relationality by which bodies
become intimate and socially appropriated. Theoretically the chapter combines
current debates on the anthropology of the body with the concept of cultural
intimacy as the everyday reification of the state, and formulations of violence as a
form of cultural intimacy in times of crises. Therefore, the chapter extends the
definitions of cultural intimacy and violence in order to incorporate them not at the
level of state—subject but at the level of the communal and the familial, noting that

the poetics of both intimacy and violence presuppose one another.

After relating the anthropological theoties of intimacy and violence that describe the

relations between state and subject as also appropriate in depicting intra-communal

23



struggles and reifications, chapter six moves from the local context of Jaramana to
the national realm of the regime’s cultural policies, and from the communal staging
of weddings to the national stages of folklore festivals. This chapter is a combination
of political theories of the state, the political economy of the Syrian state, and
ethnographic analyses of how the Syrian state through its cultural policies attempts to
naturalise, neutralise and command potentially threatening identifications through a
spatial poetics of nuptial intimacy that transform the state. The chapter deals with the
construction and (re) use of nuptiality and intimacy by the Syrian state in order to
choreograph, through its consensual cultural policies, a space in which ‘it’ (the state)
becomes the guardian and the precondition of ethnic, religious, and ‘cultural’
differences. Contrary to dominant applications of nation-state theories, the chapter
explores how the state uses a cosmopolitan rhetoric to spatially naturalise and
neutralise potentially threatening differences, whilst reifying the ‘state’ as an arbitrator
of diversity and presupposition of ‘cultural’ harmony, arguing that the export of
European-based formulations of nation-state are not only ethnocentric but
inappropriate within the Syrian context. The chapter concludes by hinting at how the
habits of dancing, entertaining and wedding are not always a ‘safe’ policy on the
behalf of the state because they may create or open up subversive places of

enactment.

Chapter seven extends the research focus through a selection of three ethnographic
case studies from different communities of Damascus, and from a specific age
category, in order to show the different ways that young people relate, challenge and
reinforce power. Specifically, youth responses to different forms of authority are
examined: external power (Israeli occupation), the Syrian state, and the authority of
parents and sectarian communities. By locating Syrian youth within contemporary
struggles through ethnographic case studies, this chapter aims to sketch a nuanced,
complex and colourful picture of the multifaceted ways that young people reinforce,
resist and negotiate power relations in contemporary Syria. Through demonstrating
the complex, multiple, and diverse ways the Syrian youths situate themselves within
power relations, and form civil societies, this chapter aims to further the
understanding of power relations in broader contexts than those of communities or

the state.
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Chapter eight brings together the relational frameworks of power from the
community and the state and situates them within the globalised contexts of market
forces and Western governmentality, exploring the role and significance of the
nuptial body as an international arena of struggle. Specifically, combing art, everyday
life and politics through a Syrian contemporary dance performance that is centred
around the nuptial ritual, the chapter explores different powers and regimes of
knowledge that constitute the Syrian body as their site of struggles. These ‘empires’
come in the form of the Syrian state and the European Union, and conflict along
local sectarian lines. The nuptial body, however, both reinforces as well as eludes
them. The chapter brings together the three realms of local, national, and global
struggles on the nuptial body and demonstrates how intimate and violent struggles

take place upon it.

In conclusion, chapter nine recaps the themes of the thesis and points to future
research directions. The four main aims of this thesis contribute to regional
knowledge, anthropological theory and political analyses of the contemporary Middle

East, and include:

1) Original ethnographic contributions regarding the Druze community in
Damascus — this is the first ethnographic study to be conducted among a
Druze community in Syria;

2) Ethnographic and political contributions regarding the interaction and
interrelations between state and communities in contemporary Syria, and
how such interactions seriously undermine the dominant model of the
nation-state as a theoretical model applicable to Syria;

3) Contributions to regional and interdisciplinary understanding of Syria and the
Middle East through challenging views of Syria/region as an isolated closed
system and accounting for wider historical, political and economic relations
within the contexts of globalisation; and

4) Contributions to anthropological theory (a) through critical engagement with
notions of power, state and relationality, (b) the deployment of the body as
an analytical field of struggles, and (c) the development of the concept of
nuptiality as the connecting link between relations of intimacy and violence.

Becomings. The event. The Others. Power.

These four themes run throughout my work. They are intimate bodies and they are
violent struggles, and they structure each chapter, and some more than others, with
distinctive flavours. I will elaborate more about them in the introduction and you will

encounter them in the following chapters. But maybe they don’t run through my
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work. Perhaps they dance with each other, affecting the movements that will follow,
changing partners, interacting and clashing with one another. The resulting pages are
their choreographies. I am not sure whether you will enjoy them (they are not here to

provide entertainment) but I hope you are tempted to dance.

Anthropology and Events

‘But how did it all begin?’ asks Calasso a number of times in the first few pages of his
seminal The Marriage of Cadnus and Harmony (1993), a work that explores as much as
provokes the boundaries between mythology, philosophy and contemporary critique.
From a bull and a gitl, to Europa’s abduction by Zeus, to the myriad myths that
came before and after, Calasso notes ‘stories never live alone: they are branches of a
family that we have to trace back, and forward’ (Calasso 1993: 10). This is not only
true of myth but of stories in general as they transverse space and time, convoluting
through their oral propensities lives, events, and experiences (see Gilsenan 1996;
Jackson 20006). But, to have a story is to have a narrative, a story line. And to have a
story line presumably there must be something else — even though the story and the
narrative continual change, reform and perform the story. What comes before the

story? How did it all begin?

A dramatic event. The event of meeting somebody. An eventful night. Events are the
subjectively recognisable cognitive places of arrival or departure; we use them as
stigmata on the body of our stories to mark a start, turn, or an end. They are
challenging not only because there is no objective way in subjective relations and
experiences to demarcate what constitutes an event, and what the difference between
the event and the story might be. This is particularly relevant to the anthropological
discipline, as we often need to make sense out of disparate events, as we need to
weave theoretical threads, as we need to write our own stories. It is this space
between events and stories that I venture on in this section and through which I

explore my own ‘how did it all begin.’

Regarding the arrival of unexpected events during fieldwork, Caton
confesses/accuses that he ‘was not trained to see it [the event]’ (1999: 6, cf. 2005).
Steven Caton is an American anthropologist specialising, among other things, in

Yemen and in linguistic anthropology. Allow me to divert a little from my Syrian
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event in order to re-tell Caton’s story as a powerful example of how events during
fieldwork not only colour perceptions but often enough they change the face of the

fieldwork site itself in unforeseen ways.

Caton conducted fieldwork in Yemen Arab Republic between 1979-1981 (1990,
2005). His main site was within the tribal location of Khawlan al-Tiyal, in a Azra
(sanctuary) settlement. His research was concerned with the role of poetry and the
structures of poetic genres in Yemeni tribal poetry and society. During Caton’s
fieldwork a serious event took place which resulted in a large conflict that eventually
involved not only the local tribes but also the state: a young man from the sanctuary
was accused by a neighbouring tribe of forcefully abducting two girls that had gone
missing. The conflict escalated from an intertribal conflict of honour to one that
involved a range of regional players. The anthropologist was much influenced by this
event, not only because he found himself amongst shootings, but he was also
detained by the Yemeni police under charges of espionage. What is important here,
besides the specifics of Caton’s story, is how this incident affected both the
anthropologist, his relations, perceptions of the field and research, as well as the fact
that this event not only influenced but also changed his field dramatically during and
after his fieldwork stay. It is also interesting to note that it took Caton almost twenty
years to discuss and analyse the ‘event.” That is, the event as ‘an analytical problem’
(Caton 1999: 6) for anthropology. Caton puts forth significant arguments in regards
to problematising ‘the’ event, which I shall briefly outline here as they relate directly

to the empirical and theoretical framework of my work.

Caton’s first question is one of interpretive emphasis: is an event to be analysed as a
singular point or as part of an ongoing process, or, put differently, should historians
and other social scientists focus on the longue dureé’ (cf. Braudel 1958) or on single
events? Caton further complicates his historical critique by classifying
anthropologists who have dealt with ‘ethnographic moments’ as either processual
(see Gluckman 1958), generalised social dramas (see Turner 1982), or as moments in
history that may transform the socio-political system of which they are part (see
Sahlins 1991). To overcome the dichotomy posed by singular events versus on-going
processes, Caton turns to Foucault’s definition of ‘eventalization” ‘making visible a

singularity at places where there is a temptation to invoke a historical constant, an
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immediate anthropological trait, or an obviousness which imposes itself uniformly on

all’ (1991b: 76-78), and he elaborates:

To ‘eventalize’ is not then a project of recuperating the event for
historical analysis, or looking at particularly dramatic moments that can
be seen to be disruptive or challenging of a normative order, so much as
it problematises the assumption of the latter as the taken-for-granted —
the everyday, the normal, the uniform, the continuous, whether this be
the norm of a functionalist anthropology or a totalization of a
structuralist one — and to do so by revealing the struggles that go on the
course of everyday life by people who have different stakes or interests
than those articulated by the normative order. If that is the case, then we
have to rethink our notion of the event. It isn’t a periodic or a cyclic
phenomenon which appears in a moment of disruption, only then to be
reabsorbed by the normative order; it is in a sense always already there,
though under the surface or in the background, and then appears
spectacularly for a while. (Caton, 1999:8)
Caton critiques the discursive bias in the production and framing of anthropological
knowledge production that often prioritises the linear narrative construction and the
normative aspects of events against other qualities such as ambiguity and fluidity.
This argument is further directed against Foucault and underpins the remainder of

Caton’s contributions: (a) the necessity to account for one’s own positionality; and

(b) to account for the re-texting of the event as a story (cf. Seremetakis 1991).

Caton’s arguments are not opposed to analyses of unbounded processes, or long-
dureés where those are more useful frames of analysis; Caton’s critique is useful for it
uncovers some intimate anthropological tensions (obsessions perhaps?) between
empirical experiences in the field and our theoretical conduct outside of it. While in
the field we experience events as singular and bounded, upon return we are inclined
to analyse these as parts of greater processes and affairs. Both these modes of
analyses are equally important as well as constitutive of one another, nevertheless,
Caton has a good point (a point further articulated in his ethnographic and reflexive
descriptions and structuring of his book (2005) than from his own analysis): he gives
different, almost random, pieces of his story through which he is able to explain not
only the event, but his own position in it, as well as his own confusion towards it —
the familiar experience of things not making sense. Let me now relate Caton’s
understandings to the events that structured my fieldwork as much as my theoretical

understandings and contributions.
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Event 1: Sensing Damascus, finding refuge in Jaramana

I returned to Syria at the end of August 2008 for a planned stay of twelve months.
My initial visit to Syria had helped me to ‘see’ the country, derive information
regarding Arabic classes at the University of Damascus, as well as to consolidate
initial contacts, but I had not been able to make solid plans as to where my fieldsite
was to be based. Ideally, I wanted to find a family home in which to stay and live the
workings of ‘everyday life in Syria.” Since I had more practical and pressing matters at
hand, namely to learn basic Arabic in the University of Damascus, for the first three
months I settled in a room of a Christian Orthodox orphanage and elders’ home, a
presumably ‘secure’ place that some Greek friends had helped me to find. The
orphanage was located centrally in the up market Christian neighbourhood of Al-
Qassa’, a seven minute walk to the Christian gate of the old walled city, Bab Touma.
My first three months in Syria were mostly spent between the University of
Damascus, brief journeys around the country, and a lot of stress as to where I might
find my fieldsite. I tried to find a room to let, but it seemed to me that all the places I

could find were catering to the needs of foreign students.

During this time I became good friends with Karem, the younger brother of a Syrian
friend, Zahra. I had met Zahra in England and she had generously provided the
details of her family so that I could get in touch with them. Karem, Zahra’s brother,
was studying architecture, and he kindly showed me into his home in the suburb of
Jaramana, as well as introduced me to an extensive network of his friends. In
October, I received an invitation from one of Karem’s friends, Samira, to visit her at
her family’s home in Dahiyat al-Asad. Dahiyat al-Asad is an area located twenty
minutes outside of Damascus, on a hilltop overlooking the city lights. Initially, it was
a location of army camps; it developed residentially in order to accommodate army
officers and their families. Samira’s family was from Lattakia, and belonged to the
Alawi sect, the heterodox Islamic religious sect whose adherents include Syria’s
president. She lived with her mother and father, her six sisters and two brothers. Her
father was a retired army officer. Samira’s invitation was extended from a visit to an
extended stay at her house for the duration of my fieldwork in Syria. I stayed at
Samira’s house for a month in December 2008. This was my first intimate and
prolonged stay in a Syrian household. I used to share a room with Samira and her

sister, I learnt about the Alawi religion with her mother, and discussed nationalist
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politics as the father watched the daily news. I was rather excited by the prospect of
gaining an intimate understanding of a family that belonged to the ruling military elite
of the country. However, this did not work out as planned. The family faced many
serious internal conflicts, and just after Christmas I started featuring in them —
without always understanding how or why. On New Year’s Eve I found myself

almost homeless in Damascus, and, cursing my luck, ready to give up my Ph.D.

The city of Jaramana, four kilometres from Damascus, many times in its history has
acted like a refugee. Located within the fertile plains of al-Ghuta, Jaramana was one
of few villages with a majority of Druze population. In 1967, a Palestinian refugee
camp was established on its northern border while, since 2003, an influx of Iraqi

refugees have settled in its vicinity.

The last five days of 2008 had left me tormented, weak and disheartened. The New
Year found me with no place to stay, no fieldsite, and the possibility of no research at
all. Karem told me to bring my stuff and move into his house. I was unsure of yet
another move into a family, but I did not have many other options. I was very
grateful to Karem and his family, although at that point I was not expecting much to
turn out in terms of research outcomes. I knew that Karem’s family belongs to
another minority religious sect, the Druze, which had prohibitions regarding sharing
information about their religion, and I was very much doubtful that I would be
‘allowed’ into that social milieu. Fortunately, my fears never materialised. In
Jaramana, and in Karem’s family, bayt Ouward, I found a refuge, a safe haven, and a
base from which to begin my ethnographic journey (not realising that it had already
begun). Karem’s mother, Umm Nidal, took me in when I was most in need, and
provided me with discrete, generous, and motherly care. Karem used to say as a joke
that ‘now that my mother is on your side you will be a winner!” This turned out to be
true. Umm Nidal helped me find a house ‘traditional and appropriate,” as she noted,
for my research, and opened her own house up for me. Throughout my fieldwork, I
would visit her daily, go out with her, travel to her village in Sweida, and sleep over

often.

Towards the end of January I met Karem’s friend Tariq, a neighbour and a fellow

student at the University of Damascus. Tariq was tall, handsome and very stylish. He
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spoke good English and was very polite. He said that his family home is an old
Arabic house, down the road, and that they had a spare room since his brother
married and moved out. They had not rented before to anyone, but they would like
me to visit and see the house. Umm Nidal and Karem were very excited about this
prospect, they said that this house would be the ‘best’ for my research because the
family not only is very well known and respected in Jaramana, they are also very
‘traditional,” ‘religious,” and ‘authentic Druze of Jaramana. The visits and
negotiations between the two families on my behalf lasted for almost a month, and
Umm Nidal made sure that everything was all right for my pending movement. It is
through the families of Karem, bayr Ouward, and Tariq, bay? Abud-Haddad that I
came to live in Jaramana. I lived between these two very different but very kind
families until the end of my fieldwork, and it is through them that I got to share a

glimpse of their lives. This is how it all begun, or then again, no.

Event 2: Zabra’s secret

It is a formal requirement of most Ph.D. programmes in Anthropology that the
student must present a preparatory research proposal in order to be granted the
permission to embark on fieldwork. An unwritten law of doing fieldwork, however,
is to challenge if not completely disregard one’s previous research themes and
preconceptions in favour of the ‘realities on the ground’ that one is to encounter.
Actually, this is the foundational basis for the theoretical and practical undertaking of
field research in the first place, so that the empirical collides with the theoretical and
in so doing they interpenetrate and alter each other. This type of condition is what
Jackson (2000) describes as ‘fugitive imagination’ — the result of displacement, force,
collision, and in my view, the most profound contribution of anthropology. This
sudden change, however, draws into question, as it should, all of our previous
preconceptions and proposals. It makes us adapt, change, and challenge our
assumptions. This phenomenological condition of fieldwork is not entirely
unexpected; it is an unwritten rite of passage. Although to be expected, ‘reality’
comes and the anthropology artives on the ‘ground’ in many different shapes and
forms, for which it is difficult to imagine any adequate training. Zahra’s story is such

an unexpected event.
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Zahra, Karem’s sister, was my first Syrian friend. I met her in the UK, where she first
relayed to me her story, a story that I had no idea at the time would so strongly affect
my research and indeed the geography of the fieldsite itself. When Zahra first told
me, in London, her story of love and rupture with her family and religious
community, I was deeply affected, in a personal sort of way. But I did not think that
this would affect me or my doctoral thesis the way it did. Could this London related
story be ‘the’ event, could her narrated story constitute the first ethnographic
moment, even before my fieldwork had officially started? Was the event Zahra’s
story, the actualities of what was going on, or was the event her telling of it to me?
Months later, I met Karem, Zahra’s younger brother, and we became friends. Then I
met Karem’s friends and I was hosted for a month in one of his friends’ house. Are
these events in themselves, results of the initial event, or maybe an unrelated series of
coincidences? Then, perhaps I would not make much out of the event had I and
Zahra’s mother not developed a very intimate personal relationship in which she
shared with me her fears of an imagined ‘event’ without knowing that that ‘event’
had already taken place, and I responded to her with the implicit knowledge that her
fears had already materialised. Jackson (2000) notes that understanding others entails
a mini-death of one’s own preconceptions. In anthropology, this symbolic death
coincides with a symbolic rebirth. This rebirth is not an objective understanding of
the other (debatable if ever possible) but an intimate relation, an intimate way of
knowing and appreciating the parameters through which to know, even if that is
manifested during silence. To me, Zahra’s mother became my Syrian mother, the
person who guided and helped me to be born within the contexts of the Druze
Jaramana, a primary key informant, a guiding light, someone who connected me with
broader social networks, and someone who shared so many intimate moments with
me as I did with her. In the contexts of Jaramana, through the fictive kinship of the
two families I lived with I became an honorary or, as they called me, a ‘Catholic’
Druze. And what is more, I also became, as my two families put it, their daughter.
However, within the realms of the anthropological liminality in which one often
comes to call ‘home’ or ‘family” more than one location, and between two sides or
stories, that of Zahra and of her mother, my rebirth in Jaramana was a result of these
events, and my socialisation a result of not only the moral tensions of my own
positioning, but also of the intimate pain and agony that Zahra and her mother

shared with me.
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For me it was the intimate acquaintance with the event of Umm Nidal’s (Zahra’s
mother) pain, more than anything, that coloured every marriage we attended and
every social gathering we went to. It was her pain, her depression, and deteriorating
mental state that confused me, shocked me, and intrigued me to figure out why
marriage, a social happening that was of recurrent mention and importance within
both the community as well as in most dance performances, or rather the cultural
specific mode of expression, a process I call nuptiality, is of significance. The event of
marriage. The event of a conversation that took place in London and in Jaramana.
And then the process, the continuous movement towards becoming intimate, that
also leads to becoming violent. This is nuptiality: the conflicting versions of events
and the deferred processes of becoming intimate, a context in which bodies are
formed and performed through their movements towards intimacy. If we are to
problematise the ‘event,” as Caton urges, then we have to question the event
exposing the inherent ambiguities between singularity and multiplicity, process and
happening. Zahra’s story of falling in love with the ‘wrong’ person is hardly atypical
(see chapters 5, 7 and 8). Her mother’s reaction to it, however, can be both related to
broader socio-political normative orders (chapter 5) as well as to a very personal
response (for a different approach see chapter 8). More importantly however, the

event of the response cannot be collapsed to any one mode of analysis.

This is how I came to be re-born as an anthropologist-in-waiting through conflicts
that are at once unexpected, intimate and violent. In problematising events, then, we
should also view them as not absolute but relational and as inclusive of people and
relations: an event can be meeting a person. Through this thesis, I was born in, or
probably married into anthropology partly out of the intimate and violent conflict of
this family, and it was the local contexts of my birth (or marriage) through which I
understood and related Jaramana to Syrian and to global contexts. Thus, my position
and understanding is both relative and situational. I address and expose these
tensions throughout the thesis by being both reflexive of my own positionality but
also by the theatrical enactment of my own writings as staged constructions and

shifting choreographies.
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Zahra’s love and marriage story as much as her mother’s and family’s responses may
be said to be singular events with specific responses. Regardless of their specificity,
such stories are not wholly atypical (see chapter 5 and 7). Further to their socially
recurrent motif, I was surprised and rather confused to ‘discover’ that issues of
marriage contestations and negotiations also featured centrally with my research
outside the domains of the Druze community in Jaramana. The more I interacted
with dancers, directors and choreographers, the more 1 watched performances,
rehearsals, and the more I attended dance festivals, the motif of marriage became all
the more profound and recurrent. Most folklore festivals in Syria, organised and
funded by the state, were staging marriage ceremonies. Most performances by the
two most famous professional dance troupes, Enana and Ornina, treated marriage as
the central act or the final conflict resolution. The two contemporary dance troupes
that operate in Syria, Leish and Sima, also thematically were influenced by marriage
as an idiom and a site of intimacy and confrontation. To me, the anthropologist with
a research predisposition for studying the political extensions of social dancing
between three different publics in Syria, I eventually had to understand that dance
was one example, one possibility out of many others, by which the recurrent pre-
occupation with marriage arose and was dealt with. In short, as I was to realise, the
connecting link, the theme that ran through all of my different research arenas and
one of the most frequent and significant ‘obsessions’ of my informants was not
dance but issues of relating expressed through the idiomatic use of marriage. In this
respect, there is a slight irony in my anthropological endeavour depicted cleatly in the
last day of my prolonged fieldwork in Syria: celebrating my stay, my two Druze
families and other relatives and friends came together on the night of my departure
with a wedding feast, dressed me as a bride with jewellery and gifts, and cried with
me — using the metaphor of a daughter leaving the household to marry away. More
than anything else, it was this instance that signified my nuptial entry, rather than

departure, into the intimate realm of the community.

Event 3: Arab uprisings in 2011

Where does fieldwork end? To what extent do our fieldnotes shape our subsequent
writings? And how much of ‘current affairs’ fit in an anthropological thesis? During
the writing up period of this thesis in 2011, dramatic and unprecedented events took

place in Syria and the wider region. These events not only challenge the theoretical
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and historical presuppositions of despotic resilience in the Middle East, they actively
change the social and political landscapes within Syria and the region, and therefore
inevitably morphed my writings as well. Although not part of the ethnographic-based
fieldwork and anthropological analyses, the Arab uprisings are not external to this

thesis.

Anthropologists in the Middle East and beyond have often been accused of avoiding
conflict zones (Cohen 1977), placing too much emphasis on the micro-level realities
of everyday life and failing to account for wider or sudden political, economic and
social changes — similar to Caton’s (1999) accusation that he was not trained to see
events and change but rather processes. One of the most paradigmatic examples of
‘missing the revolution’ comes from the father of symbolic anthropology, Clifford
Geertz. As he claims, he somehow managed to arrive in the field too early or too
late, and thus ‘miss’ the conflicts and upheavals in both Java and Morocco (Geertz
1995). As I am writing this thesis from the relative safety of England, some of my
Syrian friends have been arrested and tortured. Others joined the army. All of my
families and friends live in uncertainty and pain. In these current contexts, the

continuum of intimacy and violence enters a whole new scale.

Perhaps, there is something that can be done so that the revolution will not be
missed, even if the circumstances do not allow the anthropologist to carry out
fieldwork during the actual upheaval. This includes asking politically relevant
questions and providing anthropologically reliable answers. Looking at the situation
in Syria today, and at the wider region of the Middle East, three important questions
arise: What are these events? What caused them? And, what will come out of them?
As anthropologists, instead of answers, we ought to sketch the parameters that
account for the interrelations between global processes, governmental policies, and
everyday practices that shape and structure experience. The interconnections
between global and local practices structure this thesis through tracing how bodies
become intimate and violent sites of struggle between a Druze community, the Syrian
polity and state, and globalised techniques of governmentality. The events
comprising the global and local struggles through the Arab uprisings have emerged as
the paradigmatic political struggles of which the more rudimentary everyday intimacy

and violence are parts thereof. My fieldwork was conducted before the Arab
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uprisings. However, although momentous and unexpected events happen, as Caton
argues, maybe such events were always there but we could not see them. This thesis,
then, explores the intimate and the violent that are so readily readable now in Syria,

prior to the uprising (see chapters 5,6,7 and 8).

Yet, while events such as the Arab uprisings and the escalation of violence and unrest
in Syria run parallel to this thesis, there is little that an anthropologist — or any
external observer — can say or do with certainty. Instead of results or conclusion —
premature in any case — perhaps the most honest summary of what is going on in

Syria today is the one that my friend Anna gave:

It is very easy to be dead now, without knowing why or how or

who did that. And nobody knows the truth. Some say it is the

security, some say outside forces. Some say they are the people

in Syria. Some say that they want the freedom. Some say they

want a war. (Anna, Skype chat, 24/4/11)
This precisely is the point were events and stories are convoluted, indistinguishable,
the space where neither is reducible to the other. It is a state of crisis where all
become relative, and relational. In such a state, missing or not the revolution
becomes irrelevant. This is not a space whose centre is the anthropologists, but

nevertheless smells like Conrad’s Heart of Darkness. 1f anything, it feels like Taussig’s

(1984) ‘culture of terror — space of death.’
But how did it all begin? Did it start from a man’s self-immolation in Tunisia? Did it

start in Daraa during a protest or a festival? Perhaps it all began from a wedding in

Jaramana.
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Chapter Two
Emplacing research: History, anthropology and methods

Introduction: Middle East and Anthropology

Since the collapse of the Ottoman Empire, the Arab Middle East has been an arena
of political challenges, a local and global locus of penetration, domination and
resistance. Political rivalries, economic interests and shifting socio-cultural
understandings are not only reflected through history books and current affairs, but
also through the different theoretical approaches that are used in understanding the
geographic and social landscape within the discipline of anthropology. The region of
Middle East and North Africa (MENA) is a popular area of study specifically in
disciplines such as political science, international relations and history. Although in
recent years there has been a surge in anthropological writings concerning the region,
especially in Syria anthropology is still catching up with other disciplines. In 1977,
through an annual anthropological review, Cohen had noted the relative reluctance
of anthropologists to engage with conflict areas. Almost ten years later, Abu-Lughod
(1989) stressed the geographical bias of the majority of MENA monographs in
avoiding urban, complex or war zones. ‘Peripheral’ areas, usually villages, with
governments that pursued a pro-Western foreign policy such as Yemen, or Morocco,
seemed to be preferred by anthropologists in contrast to large urban centres, such as
Beirut, areas of conflict, such as Palestine, and states that had less amicable relations
to Western states (and the universities that provided the anthropologists), such as

Syria.

Abu-Lughod classifies the “zones of theory in the anthropology of the Arab World’
(1989: 267-300), in a way still current and useful today, according to the following
main analytical strands: Orientalist and colonial critiques (Asad 1973; Said 1978),
segmentary lineage theories (Evans-Prichard 1949; Gellner 1981), ‘harem’ theory and
feminist/gender anthropology (Abu-Lughod 1986; Nelson 1974, 1991; Joseph 2003,
2000), and the anthropology of Islam (Asad 1986; Gellner 1981; el-Zein 1977; Geertz
1968; Gilsenan 1990; Tapper 1995). Although some of anthropology’s most
prominent theoreticians have conducted research in the Middle East (such as
Bourdieu in Algiers, Gellner and Geertz in Morocco, Davis in Libya), Abu-Lughod

argues that Middle Eastern ethnographies suffer from both theoretical and practical
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limitations, such as lack of rigorous analytical studies that challenge prevalent modes
of Orientalist construction of Muslim ‘subjects.” Many things have changed in the
past two decades: anthropological research in MENA has expanded in volume and in
rigour, reflecting both the on-going changes in the region as well as the shifts and
turns within the discipline. But some things have not changed that much:
anthropological research in Syria remains limited, and the same is true in respect of

ethnographic accounts of Druze communities throughout the Levant.

In the twenty years that have passed since Abu-Lughod’s review, there has been a
more rigorous shift in theoretical understandings of the Middle East through
approaches better suited to understanding the complexities of the region and its vast
interrelations. Namely, some of the studies that have given new theoretical and
ethnographic breadth include Gilsenan’s (1996) study of narrative, violence and
power in a Lebanese village (an anthropological bible); studies of public culture such
as Armburst (1996) on public culture in Egypt and Abu-Lughod’s (2005) research on
television; studies on the negotiations of power between states and subjects such as
Carapico’s (1998) and Zubaida’s (1989, 2003) works on issues of power and civil
society; works that combine history, critical theory and ethnography in understanding
the area such as Mitchell (1991), and Mundy and Smith (2007). The cross fertilisation
between feminist/gender studies, Islam, post-structuralism, and critical theory is
bearing fruitful results for the understanding of the Middle East that include works
like the Politics of Piety (Mahmood 2005); 17eil: Modesty, Privacy and resistance (El1-Guindi
1999, also see 2008) the two edited volumes by Zuhur (2000, 2003) on arts and
politics (also see: Karayanni 2010; Shay 2002; van Nieuwkerk 1997); social relations
and kinship (Mundy 1995; Joseph 1999), and critical works such as the politics of
birth in Palestine (Kanaaneh 2002), and nationalism, resistance and motherhood
(Jean-Klein 2000, 2001, 2003). These works not only aid in foregrounding research
within contextual, dynamic and sensitive empirical domains, but, equally importantly,
advance a nuanced, relational, and agentive view of the negotiations that shape
subjects, states and everyday life both locally but also globally, as parts of the
interrelated processes of economic capitalist markets, colonial and post-colonial
hegemonies, and in terms of the emergence of ‘Western governmentality’ (Pels
1997). These works are important steps in the direction of challenging prevalent

domains of knowledge production, that perpetuate what Spivak (1988: 285) calls
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‘epistemic violence.”” This thesis adds to this emerging literature through both novel
empirical insights into Druze and urban life in contemporary Syria, but also through
political and anthropological analyses of the connections between community, state,

intellectuals and global governmentality.

This chapter traces the anthropological, historical and political contours of
knowledge production regarding the MENA region, with an emphasis on Syria and
the Druze community. The chapter outlines the extent and nature of existing
anthropological research, hinting at gaps, and benefiting from research in other
disciplines. It provides the necessary historical, political and theoretical background
for the appreciation of the complex past and present of the Syrian polity and its
Druze communities. Moreover, it situates and justifies the theoretical and
methodological contexts® of research that the remainder of the thesis explores. The
aim of this chapter is to engage with literature and history in a way that both situates
and contextualises research, as well as to provide a critical but not extensive outline
of what has already been done. In this direction, the chapter provides a detailed
introduction on Druze and Syrian history. Emphasis is placed on this section since
both the Druze community and the recent history and politics of the Syrian state
need be contextualised in order for the intimate and volatile interrelationships
between the two to be appreciated. Moreover, methodological theoretical
perspectives are provided in framing the research undertaken. Finally, the chapter
concludes with a methodological note regarding research. The aim of this chapter is
not to provide an exhaustive literature background, but rather to point out
connections, gaps, and processes that are necessary for the appreciation of Syria and
the Druze as well as the preliminary harbours from which this thesis begins its

ethnographic journey.

? For an example of gender and Occidentalism as epistemic violence in the production of knowledge
regarding Muslim and Middle Eastern ‘terrorists’ see Brunner (2007).

3T understand that the word ‘context’ is highly problematic not only because of its literary
connotations and bias (con-text) that presuppose not only a text to be read, meaning to be deciphered,
and a linear narrative, but also because of the term’s origins and use in military history, and I thank
Claudia Metli for pointing this out.
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Emplacing the Druze: History and contemporary regional realities

Druze is the popular name of a heterodox Islamic sect that emerged during the
Fatimid Dynasty in 11" Century Cairo. The speculations for the origins of the name
‘Druze’ are diverse and contested but in most probability, as Khuri (2004: 5) argues,4
the name follows the general Middle Eastern pattern of name-giving for minority
religions by the dominant Sunni populations: the name of the sect has been bestowed
on them and comes from an early apostle-turned-heretic of the religious doctrine,
Muhammad bin Isma’il al-Darazi (Khuri 2004:18). ‘Druze’ is considered derogatory
by most of the followers of the doctrine, who, although using it, prefer to be referred
as muwaltid (pl. muwahiddun), meaning followers of the Tawhid doctrine, ahl al-tawhid
(‘people of tawhid, Khuri 2004: 18), or Bani Ma'ritf (‘the sons of benevolence’, see
Betts 1988: 16; Khuri 2004: 19).5 For reasons of simplicity, I shall refer to the social
category of the adherents as ‘Druze,” while reserving muwahid for explicitly religious

affairs.

This section outlines Druze religion, history and politics, providing the reader with
the necessary knowledge foregrounding the chapters that follow (specifically chapters
3, 4, 5). However, there are a number of limitations in providing a history of the
Druze religion that must be kept in mind. Firstly, interpreting Druze religion has
been, and continues to be, a largely Orientalist and highly speculative intellectual
exercise. Most translations and interpretations of the Druze Epistles, the sacred
religious book, depend upon the treatises of the continental father of Orientalism
Silvestre de Sacy,6 and tend to regard religion as a static relic of the past. Secondly,
since the 11" century Druze historians and popular renditions of tradition have
rebuilt a mythological history, they ‘have reconstructed the history of mankind in

accordance with their beliefs... [Historical figures are no longer historical] they are

* Other fanciful, but unfounded, theories link them [the Druze] to the French Crusader chief,
the Compte de Droix, or derive their name from the word ‘durg’, meaning ‘cleaver’ or
‘industrious’, or from ‘#urs’, meaning ‘shield’, or trace them to Bani Dariza, a tribe that lived in
the vicinity of Mecca at the dawn of Islam. None of these derivations is compatible with the
cultural pattern of coining names for sects in Arab society. The pattern is to call a sect by the
name of the person thought to be the founder — often to the displeasure of adherents who
like to be known by their dogma or some aspect of it. Calling sects by names that they do not
like reflects the negative attitude of the dominant Sunni community, which has always seen in
the rise of sects, attempts to divide the unity of Islamic #mma.” (Khuri 2004: 5)

® For the cosmology and theosophy of the Tawhid, see chapter 4.

® On the legacy of Sacy as the father of Orientalism, see Said (1978: 123—130); for Sacy’s work on the
Druze Epistles, see Naufal (2005: 9-28).
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what the Druze Epistles teach. Thus, history has become ahistoric, and the ahistoric
history’ (Firro 1992: 15). Thirdly, historiography in the bosom of a diverse and
conflicting Middle East becomes a potent tool of political legitimacy, and history
becomes the battleground for contesting opposing forces (Hazran 2009: 484): this is
precisely the case of historical writings pertaining to the Druze throughout the 20"
century particularly in Lebanon.” Fourthly, while Druze religious and social practices
are mostly public, Druze religious scriptures and religious knowledge are secret, and
access to them is allowed only to an initiated small part of the community (the
ugqal). Most Druze and most of my informants were not initiated (j#hbal). Therefore,
I have not been able to access any religious scriptures or discuss religion with
members of the %gqal. This means that for the historical section below I had to rely
on second hand accounts that were not always verifiable through fieldwork. Finally,
ethnographic material is scarce in terms of both Syria and Druze societies, and at
times haunted with ethnocentric and generalising bias.® As a way of exposing, rather
than solving, these limitations I have included in the following chapters extensive

contextualised ethnographic descriptions.

Tawhid history and theosophy

During the Abbasid Empire (750-1258 AD) regional Islamic dynasties emerged
throughout the Muslim world (Cleveland 2004: 19). The Fatimid Dynasty conquered
Egypt in 969 AD, founded Cairo as the dynastic capital and built the great mosque of
Al-Azhar (Firro 1992: 5). Islamic dynasties were enriched through diverse local
practices and the flourishing of different Islamic schools of thought (Hourani 2005
[1991]: 188); consequently this produced a hive of intellectual activity akin to the
much later European Enlightenment, of philosophical and scientific development

through re-discoveries and Islamic re-interpretations of classical antiquity,

" An example of the political rewriting of Druze and Lebanese history is Kamal Jumblatt’s I speak for
Lebanon (1982). For a compelling and detailed analysis of the Druze political historiography in
contemporary Lebanon see Hazran’s ‘Between authenticity and alienation: The Druzes and Lebanon’s
history’ (2009), also see revisionist Lebanese historian Salibi (2005). For the different social and
political contexts that Druze communities exist in, see Betts (1988: xii—xiii).

® There are two fascinating anthropological studies of Druze communities: Sweet conducted extended
fieldwork research in a Lebanese Druze village in the 1960s (1967, 1974), and Khuri carried out a
comparative short-term ethnographic project of Druze communities in Jordan, Lebanon and Syria
(2004). Other related studies include the sociological study of Lebanese Druze kinship structures by
Alamuddin and Starr (1980), and the ethnomusicological study of Hood (2007), Oppenheimer (1980),
and Bennett (20006). For other works regarding the Druze see the following annotated bibliographies:
Fandi and Abu-Shakra (2001), and Gulick (1968: 195, 196, 202, 219).
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neoplatonic philosophy, Gnosticism, Hinduism, Persian thought and the emergence
of Sufi mysticism. Religious interpretation of the Quran and political factions had led
to the emergence of three strands of Islam: the Sunni, Shi’i and Isma’ili.” The Fatimid

Dynasty adopted Isma’ili Islam as the official dynastic religion.

Isma’ili Islam, like Sunni and Shi’i, takes the Quran to be God’s Word revealed, while
it shares with Shi’a Islam the messianic concept of Imamate on the return of the
divinely guided Imam (almabdi or g/—qa’z'm).lo The Isma’ili doctrine is based on the
concept of an ineffable God and on the neoplatonic theory of divine emanations
(Abu-Izzeddin 1984: 89-90; Betts 1988: 21; Firro 1992: 5-6). The theory of divine
emanation means that everything that exists emanated or was created not ex nzhilo,
since nothing can be created out of nothing, but only out of God who is
incomprehensible and who is Existence and the only Existent (Abu-Izzeddin 1984:
87-90). Furthermore, Isma’ili emanation sees creation and history as consisting of
cycles and stages (adwar and awkar, Firro 1992: 6), in which periodic divine
manifestations, perceived as cycles of manifestation (dawr al-kashf) take place (Abu-
Izzeddin 1984: 101), proceeding periodically to higher revelations. Through the
lenses of neoplatonic emanation, Quranic interpretation ‘took on two meanings, one
exoteric (Zabir) and the other esoteric (bat in)’ (Firro 1992: 6). This is connected to an
‘Islamic adaptation of Platonic ideas’ (Abu-Izzeddin 1984: 93) similar to Sufism, of
the representational connection between formal revelation as a symbol (Zabir, tanzi)
and esoteric interpretation (batin, tawil), or put differently, the symbol and the
symbolised (al-mathal wa al-mamthitl): ‘Zahir and bat in are mathal and mamthul’ (Abu-
Izzeddin 1984: 93; see also Firro 1992: 6). Thus, a first divine emanation was
manifested through Sunni al-shari'a (Zabir or exoteric Islam) and a second through

Shi’t al-t ariga (bat in or esoteric Islam).

The Fatimid ruler al-Hakim bi-Amr Allah (996-1021) emerged as the last
manifestation of divinity, and made a public declaration (s77) in 1017 that a new era

had dawned, after a/-sharia and al-t ariga , the final cycle of al-hagiga (truth, self-

*Fora history of the development of the three Islamic traditions see Firro (1992: 4-5).
1% For a detailed history and description of Isma’ili doctrine see (Abu-Izzeddin 1984: 87-101).
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realisation and unity)." Re-appropriating Sufi terminology and Isma’ili doctrine, the
tawhid teligion holds that God manifests himself to humans according to their
capabilities and perceptiveness through periodic manifestations, of which fawhid,
personified in al-Hakim, signalled the final manifestation."” The fawhid doctrine
shares with Isma’ilism the concept of God as Existence™ and the neoplatonic idea of
divine emanation. However, being the last divine manifestation, adds the final
patameter (fawhid), a trequitement that only through which unity is achieved,
differentiating and defining itself thus as a completely different religion.14 With
caliph-imam al-Hakim bi-Amr Allah, the third and last cycle of divine manifestation
began and, after 25 years in 1046, ended. During the period of the Druze da‘wa
(divine call) new adherents would sign their names and profess their faith by binding
oath taking. The finite period of proselytism ended in part due to the historical
circumstance (in 1021 al-Hakim bi-Amr Allah disappeared and his successors
persecuted adherents of zawhid), and in part because based on Druze cosmology only
those who are prepared to receive the blessing of self-realisation, a finite number in

any given time, would enter al-hagiqa.

During the rule of al-Hakim religious and social changes took place, such as the
revocation of the iwama hereditary system (Firro 1992: 10), abolition of slavery and
redistribution of state property (Abu-lzzedin 1984: 79), while under the new
doctrine, Muwahid men and women were granted equal rights in matriage, divorce
and property, and polygamy was denounced.”® The Muwahiddun were granted
equality and the vindication of divine justice (‘@4)) through the continuous
transmigration of the Muwahid soul only to a Muwahid body (Firro 1992: 12). Ritual
and symbolism were deemed unnecessary mediums for the realisation of God’s unity

since they were emblems of previous cycles of manifestation and since relationship

u Alternatively, these stages are also referred as fanzil, t'‘awil and fawhid ot islam, iman and ihsan; see
Makarem (2005: 2).

12 Islam (zabir) is the doot to iman (bat in), and iman is the doot to the ultimate goal (fawhid), the
highest stage of religion’ Epistle 9 cited in Firro (1992: 12).

13 “God is Existence as such, and accordingly He is the only Existent; nothing outside Him exists. He
is the Whole. No limitation can be attributed to Him. He is unlimited. [...] Existing things are
expressions of God’s Unity, they are not parts that constitute a whole; because if one of those
existing things ceased to exist, the divine Unity, the One, does not diminish’ (Makarem 1974: 41-42).
Y Fora juxtaposition of similarities and difference between Islam and Druze religion, and the
argument that zawfiid comptises a whole different religion, see Betts (1988: 17-18).

1> See Alamuddin and Starr (1980) and Layish (1982) for contemporary law and practices of Druze
communities in Lebanon and Israel.
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to the Divine is envisioned as a personal Gnostic journey (Khuri 2004, 2006: 61-78).
During this final revelatory period ‘there were to be no more rituals, nor
equivocation. “A spiritual doctrine without any ritualistic impositions” was born’
(Taqiyyuddin in Makarem 1974: 23). Finally, seven duties (a/-shuriit al-sab'a) for social
conduct were instituted to be applied in communities of Zawhid adherents: 1)
Recognition of al-Hakim and strict adherence to monotheism. 2) Negation of all
non-Druze tenets. 3) Rejection of Satan and unbelief. 4) Acceptance of God’s acts. 5)
Submission to God for good or ill. 6) Truthfulness. 7) Mutual help and solidarity
between fellow Druze’ (Betts 1988: 19). Based on the Gnostic eclectic perception
that divine knowledge cannot be acquired by everybody, the Druze Epistles were
viewed as an intimate divine manifestation that should not be shared neither openly
nor widely with people that may be incapable of grasping it or prone to corrupt it.1°
This Gnostic eclecticism further differentiated the community of believers, this time
internally, through distinguishing between those enlightened and initiated into
accessing the secret and sacred knowledge, the %ggal, and those uninitiated, the jubbal
(Betts 1988: 16). This distinction has created a differentiated power balancing
mechanism in which the %ggal/ are the representatives of religious authority and

within the jubhal rests political authority (Khuri 2004).
Aspects of Druze history and social structure

The mosaic mapping of Syrian religious and ethnic communities is a result of various
social, political, and economic conditions that historically have affected Syria. The
area of modern day Syria has been a crossroads since ancient times (located and
partaking in ancient Mesopotamia, and the battle grounds of collisions and invasions
from ancient Greeks, and between the Roman and Sassanid Empires), as well as the
fertile ground of Christian and Islamic civilisations (the first Islamic Caliphate was
found by the Umayyad Empire in Damascus, 661-750 AD). Syria was part of the
Ottoman Empire from 1517 until the defeat of the Ottoman Empire after World
War I in 1918. During that time, Ottoman or Greater Syria, known as Bilad al-Sham,

included modern day Lebanon, Palestine, Jordan and parts of southern Turkey. The

1 Consider the following passage from Lebanese Druze leader and founder of the Progressive
Socialist Party, Kamal Joumblatt (1982: 33): ‘Our dogma is based on initiation; only initiates know how
to read and understand the holy books that we call the Books of Wisdom. It is an extension of the
Greek and Egyptian hermetic schools - the esoteric traditions — which have passed into Muslim
Sufism. At present only a Druse [sic] who has known the ‘message’ in a previous life can be initiated,
if he is worthy.
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Ottoman Empire was organised in provinces (such as Damascus and Aleppo) and
smaller districts (sanjak), and administered through confessional communities known
as the millet system, whose religious rights and social autonomy were protected by the
Ottoman Empire, as long as they paid their taxes (Abu-Husayn et al. 2006; Khoury
1991). Furthermore, Druze communities attained a special status within the Ottoman
Empire, especially after the establishment of the Druze Emirate in Lebanon (Abu-
Izzeddin 1984: 211; Betts 1988: 72; Fawaz 2006). However, this does not mean that
all different Druze communities at different historical times had the same
relationships with the central authorities in Istanbul and Damascus, neither
with/within each other; relations with local populations, authorities and between
geographically different Druze communities varied signiﬁcantly.17 Differences in
social structure and stratification such as the feudal system in Lebanon and the
peasant societies in Syria have created, and to different degrees sustained, diverse

political structures in these places (Khuri 2006: 61-78).

Yet, there are also aspects that bind Druze communities together. It is not only that
Druze souls become reincarnated into Druze bodies (chapter 4), nor solely the strict
practices of endogamy (chapter 5) that make the Druze communities of the Levant
exhibit elements of both religious as well as ethnic groups; there are also shared,
although always shifting, mythologies and imaginaries as well as embodied mundane
practices that constitute them as ‘imagined’ communities (Anderson 1991).
Narratives of persecution from the maghreb to the mountains of the Levant (after the
disappearance of al-Hakim in 1021), as well as the different forms of persecution
faced during the Ottoman Empire constitute a common repository that still frame
different community members’ arguments regarding solidarity, and the upholding of
secrecy as a form of group protection. Real or fictive, community is an important

narrative strategy as well as an everyday practice:

Rather than religion, it is our social relations, our mores and our culture
which link us to one another and distinguish us from the non-Druses
[sic]. This shared sense of community and morality has more in common
with nationalism and a rather vague sense of nationhood than with
religious sectarianism (Joumblatt 1982: 36).

" See Provence (20006) for a discussion of a popular peasant revolt in Sweida in 1889; in 1910 there
was an armed conflict between Ottoman authorities and the Druze of the Hawran; see Abu-Husayn
et al. (2000) for a discussion of the Ottoman perspective regarding the dissident Druze community in
Sweida at the start of the 20t century.
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Since the collapse of the Ottoman Empire, Druze communities have often been
‘accused of isolationism and separatism’ (Schenk 2005), often referred to as ‘Druze
particularism’ (Firro 2001). But, there are significant differences between the
different Druze populations that live in contemporary Syria, Lebanon, Israel and
Jordan, in terms of their histories, social structures and political involvement in
national and regional affairs. Specifically, Druze communities do not share a unified
approach in their regional and national politics. Betts notes that in Syria the Druze
are viewed with suspicion by the Sunni majority (and especially before the
ascendancy of Ba’th into power as ‘a troublesome, separatist minority to be dealt
with as little as was necessary’ (Betts 1988: xii). In Lebanon, the Druze comprise ‘a
pivotal group that held the balance between ruling Christian majority and growing
Muslim minority’ (Betts 1988: xii), while in Israel, the Druze are the smallest of the
three Arab communities but ‘the only Arabs to be trusted’ by the Israeli state (Betts
1988: xiii; Firro 1999, 2001; also see chapter 7 for the different approach of the
Druze from the Israeli occupied Golan Heights).

Syria: French Mandate, Independence, United Arab Republic and the Ba’th
Party’s rise to power

Contemporary Syria emerged from the dissolution of the Ottoman Empire, the Arab
Revolt and the subsequent colonisation of the Arab world by European powers.
Immediately after the dissolution of the Ottoman Empire, a Greater Syria included
parts of Lebanon, Palestine and Jordan. Palestine and Jordan came under the British
Mandate, whereas Syria fell under French mandate. The French implemented ‘divide
and rule’ over Syria, creating semi-autonomous areas based on sectarian lines that
they reinforced (Velud 2000). Mandate Syria was divided in four states: Aleppo,
Damascus, Lattakia and the Druze mountain (also known as Hawran, or Jabal al-
Arab). The Syrian national struggle for independence was very long, and began as a
local revolt in the Druze area and soon became a full-blown national revolt (1925—
1927), led by the Druze Pasha Sultan Al-Atrash (Hood 2007; Provence 2000). Syrian

Independence was formally implemented on April 177, 1946.

The years between Syrian Independence and union with Nassetr’s Egypt (as United

Arab Republic, 1958-1961) offer a peculiar matrix of establishment of democratic
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institutions and freedoms along with the political instability of successive military
coups and the ‘struggle for Syria’ (Seale 1986) between rival regional powers, such as
Iraq and Egypt. This period is also one of economic growth, specifically for
landowning elites (Khalaf 1981), especially since economic and social changes
brought about through a market of free enterprise resulted in the concentration of
wealth and power in the hands of few elites. In a country whose majority were
disadvantaged peasants, this concentration of wealth facilitated social pressures and
popular discontent (Batatu 1999; Khoury 1991; Khalaf 1981, 1991; Hinnebusch
1990, 1991). During this time, many progressive movements took root, especially in
the countryside, such as socialist and communist parties (Batatu 1999) that
challenged the power monopoly of notable and elite politics. During the same
period, the Arab—Isracli conflict began in 1948, engaging and, to some extent,
humiliating the newly formed Arab states, as well as introducing an influx of
Palestinian refugees throughout the Arab Middle East. The rise of nationalism(s), the
unstable political climate, and the growing economic inequalities (Khalaf 1981),
favoured the foundation of the Arab Resurrection (Ba’th) Party in Damascus by
young nationalist intellectuals (Galvani 1974: 5; Kaylani 1972). Ba’th (Arab Socialist
Resurrection Party) was established by intellectuals Michel Aflaq and Salah al-Bitar in
1947, and it combined socialism with ideals of Arab nationalism and pan-Arab unity

(as in the slogan wafida, hurriya, ishtirakiya: unity, freedom, socialism).

Ten years after the establishment of the Ba’th Party in Syria, Nasser consolidated his
leadership in the Middle East, and he was transformed from a local, Egyptian ‘actor
of history’ (Nasser 1955: 55-50) to that of the Arab Leader, through his successful
political manoeuvring of the Suez crisis and subsequent Suez-Sinai War in 1956, in
which ‘overnight [he] became the hero of the Arab and anti-colonial world” (Ali
2004: 104; Cleveland 2004: 312; Lewis 1964: 132—-133). Nasser was able to exploit the
fragile environment in Syria (Kaylani 1972) and as ‘every independent Muslim ruler
of Egypt’ (Lewis 1964: 122) he took the road to Damascus. The objective of the
UAR was a total union of Arab Socialism, which fed on the hopes of Arab
Nationalism. However, the UAR was an ‘awkward entity’ (Cleveland 2004: 314). The
internal political and military problems of Syria were very hard to deal with from
Cairo; Nasser had come to dominate the union, contributing to its failure. The short-

lived union dissolved, lasting for just three years (1958-1961). In the years of the
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UAR a Military Committee (MC) was formed in Egypt by ambitious Syrian officers.
This committee was able to organise itself and gain power within the Syrian Army in
the years following the dissolution of UAR, and on March 8™ 1963 cartied out a
successful coup in Damascus. As the military lacked the popular and political

organization base, it invited the Ba’th Party in to government.

The ideological basis of Ba’th, as formulated by its founders Michel Aflak and Salah
Bitar was a combination of Arab nationalism and socialism, while its ‘anti-imperialist
struggle had both nationalist and class aspects’ (Galvani 1974: 5; Kaylani 1972).
Populist rather than strictly ideological (Hinnebusch 1990, 1991), Ba’th’s support
base was among traditionally disadvantaged minorities (such as the Alawi) and army
officers, such as Akram Hourani (Galvani 1974: 5). The army, minorities and the

rural base were all interconnected and instrumental in Ba’th’s rise to power (see

Khoury 1991; Hinnebusch 1991).

From 1963 to 1966, the political leaders of Ba’th dominated the stage of Syria. In this
period, internal antagonisms were consolidated between two factions of the party:
the ‘old cadres’, such as Al-Bitar, whose ideological basis was Arab socialism and
whose policy was based on gradual change; and the more radical Marxist faction, led
by Hamud Al-Shuti and members of the military committee such as Salah Jadid and
Yusut Zu’ayyin (Khalaf 1981). On February 3, 1966, a counter-coup, this time from
inside the government, was successfully led by the latter (Galvani 1974: 8). In the
period 1966—-1970, known as the Neo-Ba’th, the new leadership, although politically
organised on a narrow basis, was able to implement radical socialist policies. It was
also able to build up wider mobilization through munazzamat sha’biva (popular
organizations) (Khalaf 1981: 168; Galvani 1974: 10-12), such as the General
Federation of Peasants (GFP) and the General Federation of Labour Unions
(GFLU). During this period, three important developments took place: (1) the
grassroots organization of the party expanded greatly in rural areas; (2) the old
‘notable’ upper classes further lost their economic and political powers,
consolidating, thus, their historical reversal of power; poor peasants, minorities and
middle classes were the benefactors of the regime’s policies; and (3) the 1967 June
war (Six Days War) catastrophe signalled not only a second pan-Arab humiliation,

but internal party antagonisms over the strategies to be followed.
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The radical policies of the Neo-Ba’th as well as the Arab defeat of 1967 had a direct
effect on the regime, as it was losing its legitimisation and support not only among
the traditional elites or the business community, but also from its popular base. The
political, economic and social problems were epitomized by Hafez Al-Assad’s seizure
of power on the 13" November 1970, in what was called a/-faraka al-tas hthiya (the
Corrective movement of November, see Khalaf 1981: 181). Seeking to re-establish
the authority of his regime by gaining broader social support, Assad’s policy, from
the 1970s until his death in 2000, had sought to deal with the two-fold problems of
(a) regional and international foreign relations since 1967, including the peace
negotiations for the return of the occupied territories of the Golan Heights and the
settling of Israel-Palestine conflict (Hinnebusch 1996; Perthes 2001; Seale 2000) and
(b) economic policies such as al-infitdh ‘ala al-sha‘ab (opening to the people) and a/-
infird@j (relaxation and/or politico-economic liberalization) (Khalaf 1981: 181). As
Patrick Seale has argued, Hafiz al-Assad was able to transform Syria from a
playground over which other powers fought into a major regional player. At the same
time, a nationalist foreign policy and the development of state capitalism helped

strike a precarious balance between the regime, the private sector and the changing

dynamics of the region and world (Haddad 2012; Rabo 2005).

Emplacing anthropology in Syria since 1970

Published in 1992 by Ruud Strijp, the Cultural anthropology of the Middle East: a
bibliography undertakes the task of cataloguing in the order of monographs, articles
and fieldwork based studies, anthropological research partaking to different countries
of the Middle East conducted and published between the years 1965-1987, in
English, French and German. Considering Abu-Lughod’s claim that anthropologists
have preferentially engaged with the Middle East, it is interesting to note the
distribution of research in the area. For the sake of convenience, the first table
summarises the entries for Syria, while the second table compares entries for

monographs across selected countries of the Middle East:
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Table 2.1: Entries for Syria (Strijp 1992)

Book Part Cited Works[Page number[English |[French |German ([Total number of]
works

Monographs 4 8283 1 0 3 4

Articles 16 333-334 15 1 0 16

Added  Studies 2 405—406 1 0 1 2

Articles

Table 2.2: Comparison of number of anthropological monographs published across djfferent states in the Middle East
(Strijp 1992)

Countries [Number of Monographs [Page Number
Algeria 30 24-29

[Egypt 35 30-37

Jordan 6 54-55
[Lebanon (12 55-58
Morocco {41 60—69
Palestine 3 73

The above tables indicate Syria as among the least-studied countries for
anthropological research with just four monograph entries (only one of which in
English), while Morocco, Egypt and Algeria top the list not only with the number of
entries but also with anthropologists such as Abu-Lughod, Bourdieu, Capranazo,
Geertz, Gellner, Gilsenan, and Rabinow. Even though Syria was one of the most
stable countries in the Middle East before 2011, one might suspect that Abu-
Lughod’s claim regarding the preferential bias of anthropologists might have
something to do with Syria’s relative political isolation. However, this is a question
that needs closer examination and research, something outside the scope of this

thesis.

Middle Eastern societies have been described as mosaic (Eickelman 1981), a claim
befitting Syria, which is comprised of diverse and polymorphous religious and ethnic
groups (Antoun 1991:1; Van Dam 1996). Today, Sytia’s population is estimated to be
22,517,750, with a total median age of 21.9 years and a growth rate of 0.913%.®

Religious communities include Sunni Muslims (74%), Shia Muslims (13%, and

18 Population statistics taken from CIA — The World Factbook,
https://www.cia.gov/library/publications/the-world-factbook/geos/sy.html, Nov. 2011.
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estimated 10% is Alawi), Christians (10%), and Druze (3%), while ethnic groups
include Arab (90%), Kurdish, Armenian, Assyrian, and Circassian (9.7%).19

On one hand, Syria’s recent history and politics is well documented by historians and
political scientists. This is especially true for the rise, consolidation and development
of the Ba’th Party and the ruling dynasty of the Assads (Batatu 1999; Hinnebusch
1990; Van Dam 1996; Perthes 2001). This literature tells the story of a broad
radicalisation of the agrarian movements since the end of the French Mandate, and
how that led, through historical particularities and social, political and economic
conditions, to a ‘revolution from above’ (Hinnebusch 2001) — an abrupt reversal of
the political elite through the rise to power of the Ba’th Party and the consolidation
of the regime through Assad (Khalaf 1981; Khoury 1991; Salamandra 2004). On the
other hand, however, ethnographic knowledge of Syria is remarkably scarce, with
only a handful of ethnographic accounts that are, accordingly, disparate in both time
and space.”’ This leads to a gap in our understanding of everyday realities and lives in
Syria, and represents a paucity of bottom-up analysis of how life and politics are
constituted, negotiated and contested. In this section, an outline of the historical
processes on-going since the 1970s is detailed through a selective yet critical review
of the most relevant ethnographic studies, which underline not only the
contestations embedded in the everyday lives of Syrians but also the contestations

and debates within the rather intimate field of Syrian ethnography.”

History through ethnographies

The experience of years of single-party authoritarian rule exhibit a remarkable

stability in Syria’s internal and external policies. While Syria is often described along

19 Statistical information regarding religion and ethnicity is not collected by the Syrian state, and thus
estimates vary. The statistics used have been derived from CIA — The World Factbook,
https://www.cia.gov/library/publications/ the-wotld-factbook/geos/sy.html, Nov. 2011; and "World
Ditectory of Minorities: Sytia Overview". Minority Rights Group International.
http://www.minorityrights.org/?lid=5266&tmpl=printpage, Accessed Nov. 2011.

20 Anthropological studies of Syria include: Antoun and Quataert (1991); Khalaf (1981); Rabo (1986,
2005); Salamandra (2004); Shannon (2006). Other ethnographically informed accounts of Syria
include: Borneman (2007); Chatty (1974, 19806); Chatty and Rabo (1997); Khoury (1983); Lindisfarne
(2000); Rugh (1997).

In terms of Syrian ethnography/anthropology the author has only been able to consider works
published in English. There exists considerable scholarly works outside the English language,
especially in French and in German scholarship, these, regrettably, were inaccessible to the author due
to language barriers.
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different sectarian and ethnic lines, rather than a confessional underlying system of
power, the stability of the regime has been attributed to more complex and more
‘pragmatic’ networks of power and patronage (Antoun 1991; Khoury 1991; Haddad
2012; Hinnebusch 1991; Khalaf 1991; Seale 1991). Of course, this is not to say that
there has been no opposition in the consolidation and maintainance of power or
conflict that could be described along religious denominations: the brutal
suppression of the Muslim Brotherhood opposition in Aleppo (1980) and Hama
(1982) (Drysdale 1982: 3) along with the illegal status of many oppositional political
parties are prime examples of the ‘tolerance’ the regime has shown to opposition
movements. Nevertheless, the Ba’thist regime has been able to retain control (and to
an extent, support) throughout all these years, as well as during times of popular
opposition (such as when the Syrian military joined forces with Lebanese Maronites
during the Lebanese Civil War, see Lawson 1984; Perthes 1997; Melhem 1997) and
economic crises such as in 1986. Hinnebusch (1990, 1991) argues that the
authoritarian regime has been able to do so due to the popular organision base of the
party, the support of the middle and lower classes, and its power within the military,

and thus the acquisition of a populist as well as popular support base.

Populist and pragmatic political choices on both domestic and foreign fronts have
been some of the building blocks of the regime. Therefore, the earlier ‘socialist’
policies of land redestribution and nationalisation, the limited economic
liberalisations, and the more recent neo-liberal ventures of Bashat’s ‘social market’
have aided the regime in attracting and interconnecting a wide and heterogenous
range of interests in its support base (Hinnebusch 2001). On the domestic front,
through the regime’s integration on several levels of life (Khalaf 1981, 1991), such as
powerful networks of patronage (Antoun 1991) or bussiness networks (Haddad
2012), and the creation of popular political organisations, federations and unions
(Galvani 1974), the regime has succeeded in gaining a popular support base. Yet, ‘the
main source of government legitimacy is its regional and foreign policy, and there
appear to be few Syrians who disagree with its stance’ (Strindberg 2004: 55). The
careful manipulation of geography and politics as a frontier country with Israel
(Hinnebusch  1996; Perthes 2001; Seale 2000), and the propagation and
propagandising of Syria’s anti-Western voice within the fragile environment of the

Middle East have further helped the consolidation of the status quo.
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Khalaf’s study of the interrelations between kinship and village structure in a time of
radical political and economic transformation offers a unique blend of personal and
historical accounts of the micro-macro changes that were brought about by the
socialist agrarian transformations initiated by the Ba’th Party since 1963 (Khalaf
1991: 63).22 In its struggle for legitimation and consolidation of power, during a
period of ‘revolution from above’ (Hinnebusch 2001), the Ba’th regime implemented
‘socialist” policies such as land reform and redistribution (Hinnebusch 1991:37)
which greatly affected the rural social and economic structures (Khalaf 1981, 1991).
Through these policies, the Ba’th party was able to mobilize nationalist-populist
ideologies of the time (such as Arab Nationalism and Socialism, see Rubin 1991) in
its recruitment of ‘rural intelligentsia’ (Hinnebusch 1991: 32), and to provide the
basis of popular/mass support from rural peasantry. The demolition of latifundist
capitalism (Hinnebusch 1991: 37) resulted in the political and economic
disempowerment of the historically elite group in Syria: the urban ‘notables’ (Khoury
1991, 1997), while allowing previously disenfranchised groups, such as rural

peasantry and minorities, to ascend to power (Khoury 1991: 27).

Methodologically diverse, Khalaf’s work simultaneously mixes the historical record
with villagers’ experience, the ethnographer’s pen with the actors’ voices, diffusing
and mixing simultaneously the symbolically constituted boundaries between scientific
objectivity and people’s subjective ‘truths.” This methodological polyphony is
accomplished through multiple approaches, such as an historical outline of processes
and changes in the region and in Syria from the 1920s, participant observation, and
eight participants’ narratives of life histories. Theoretically, the thesis is structured in
two parts: the first concerning the historical socio-economic and political changes
occurring in Syria from the beginning of the twentieth century, and the second
concerning the life changes of particular actors, and hence the social changes through
their perspectives. This theoretical approach is based on the dialectic relation

between micro—macro levels of economic, social and political transformations

(Khalaf 1981: 90).

% Published only as a Ph.D. thesis microfilm, Khalaf’s study has featured in and influenced some of
the most important scholars of Syria, for example see Batatu 1999 and Hinnebusch 1990.
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Meticulous in its carefully detailed historical as well as personal perspectives, Khalaf’s
ethnography of a rural village, Hawi Al-Hawa, in Al-Raqqa, Northern Syria, captures
the dynamics of change and their dialectic relationship between socio-economic
transformations.”® The native anthropologist is able to combine a multiplicity of
resources and observations (history, archival research, participant observation,
interviews, letters, primary and secondary evidence) into a fractal picture of a
changing village through a detailed study of the historical processes of change: from
the ‘old order’ (Khalaf 1981: 45) of tribal solidarity, to the 1950s entrepreneurial

capitalism, to socialist reforms, ‘corrections’ and transformations.

The second half of Khalaf’s thesis juxtaposes the life histories of eight persons-
personas, in a letter format usually directly addressing the author. The directness and
the apparent lack of anthropological editing provide forceful accounts of real people
with real lives: people who constantly make and re-make their living under factors of
change. The metaphor of the theatre — so much used by the author himself — is most
appropriate: the anthropologist/playwright/director has already set the stage (a few
chapters before) on which the history of the village and the history of the greater
region (Syria, Middle East) will meet the eight different glances, and histories (rather
than history) will continue to unfold. Hence, the reader is able to locate the personas
within their historical times, and is able to connect how the greater socio-economic
and political changes in Syria’s transformation from a rural tribal organised society to
a socialist state with capitalist economic openings (after Hafiz Al-Assad’s ‘corrective
movement’) have affected eight people’s everyday lives. Therefore, it does not come
as a surprise when Hajj Khalaf sharply criticises the new socialist regime while
longing for the ‘old order,” since the socialist reforms, especially the land reforms
initiated in 1963, redistributed much of the land he owned to his fellahin. Also,
through the voices of the younger personas we learn of the increasing value of
education and of their flexibly adoptive strategies for subsistence and success in
social and political life. Through the historical understanding of social and economic
shifts in a changing village society we are able to appreciate those actors’ needs for
shifting strategies, and, thus, to agree with Khalaf’s conclusions on the differing

petspectives between generations (Khalaf 1981: 568) and on the increasingly social

% For another ethnography of social transformation in the Euphrates region see Rabo 1986.
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demand for the cultural collagist or mukbadrazs (Khalaf 1981: 513) in a shifting
society of mobilisational politics (Khalaf 1981: 162-3).

Furthermore, Khalaf suggests that the marginality and apparent deviance of most of
his personas acting as mwukhadrams places them in a liminal state of role ambiguity and
of acute social awareness, which is actually a very rational strategy contingent on the
shifting times in which they live. This allows Khalaf to recast the debate of tradition
versus modernity with a new light: by describing and explaining the social and
economic transformations from Bedouin tribal leaders to the ‘Cotton Shaykhs’ to the
infrastructural socialist changes of Ba’th in the 1960s, the peasants and their new
forms of empowerment (and a different kind of domination) through Unions and
greater access to both means of production (land) and education, the author is able
to show how certain traditional values and systems of practices are maintained and
yet, ‘how the dynamics of “tradition” operate within the broader context of
modernizing change; they show how people in their labour to advance their interests
within a modernizing context creatively utilize the framework of traditional cultural
forms to negate the very traditionalism which is normally associated with such terms’

(Khalaf 1981: 563).

Through the modern appropriation of tradition and the metaphor of the mukbadram,
Khalaf sketches the contingency of an impressive flexibility to shifting social and
economic contexts of his characters, uncovering the rationality of the seeming
‘bundles of contradictions’ (Khalaf 1981: 523). Syrians combine and recombine the
old and the new, the traditional and the modern, the Islamic and the socialist — and

they do so creatively, navigating the changing realities of their lives.

While Khalaf engages with questions of social deviance through the emergent
personhood of the mukhadram, more recent publications (such as Cooke 2007;
Salamandra 2004; Wedeen 1999) deal with the themes of deviance, resistance and
opposition to the Syrian regime, within elite groups (such as old notable Damascene
families in Salamandra’s ethnography), or other groups of the so-called intelligentsia
(writers, artists, filmmakers, cartoonists, persons comprising the empirical accounts
provided by Cooke 2007 and Wedeen 1999). Because these works have considerable

weight within the anthropology of Syria, and because they deal with issues of power

55



and politics immediately relevant to my work, I will outline them below.

Salamandra’s (2004) ethnography deals with issues of urban and elite deviance.
Salamandra’s ethnography demonstrates that the ruralization of urban Damascus
resulting from the proclaimed class struggle of the Ba’th party, and the complete
political (and to a lesser extent economic) disempowerment of the traditional
hierarchies and elite urban class, has caused (or maintained) a proliferation of elite
identities (Salamandra 2004: 7). These urban and mostly old-Damascene elites
negotiate and challenge the political legitimacy of the Ba’th Party through claims of
authenticity and distinction — both in terms of cultural heritage and traditional history
as well as by embracing and reappropriating ‘westernized’ conspicuous consumption
(Salamandra 2004). The paradigm of manipulating history and tradition in strategies
of contesting and legitimizing political power is not, of course, specific to Syrian
political history (Wedeen 1999), as the political anthropology of nation and ethnic

group formation demonstrates (see Anderson 1991; Alonso 1994; Scott 1985).24

Specifically, Salamandra’s ethnography describes the different strategies of
Damascene elite identity construction, based on notions of authenticity and
distinction. These notions are publicly performed and displayed by members of the
Old Damascene upper and upper-middle class. ‘Old” and ‘Damascene’ are categories
informants themselves use to denote the historical or perceived change in the
composition of the capital’s population after the ‘socialist revolution from above’
(Hinnebusch 2001) in 1963. The consequences of the change of the status quo were
mostly felt by the Damascene elite who were those mostly affected by land
redistribution and political disempowerement. The change of power as well as the
forces of urbanisation caused an influx of village migrants in the capital, a

‘ruralisation’ (Ginsburg et al. 2002; Khalaf 1981) of city life. Salamandra, studying

? Claims to history and a shatred, naturalised heritage for consolidating, protesting and negotiating
political power are strategies widely used in the formation of the Middle East as ethnographic studies
of Jordan (Layne 1989), the Gulf States (Khalaf 2000), Druze particularism and newly invented
traditions in Israel (Firro 2005), and Arab—Israeli nationalisms (Alonso 1994; Eickelman 1981; Muslih
1987) show.
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elite class identities, argues that socialist policy has actually not only proliferated

class-identities but produced new class divisions (Salamandra 2004: 49).25

Locating her work within the growing body of ethnographies of ‘identity-as-
resistance-against-state-domination’ (Salamandra 2004: 19), Salamandra argues that
elite Damascene identity is created, re-created and maintained through a practical
discourse of authenticity as traditional-cultural legitimation. Yet, this ‘return to the
old’ (Salamandra 2004: 4) is a quintessentially modern phenomenon (Salamandra
2004: 15). Salamandra’s ethnography is profoundly influenced by the contexts of her
fieldwork: class-based, it reflects a particular view of culture and authenticity.
However, this work lacks wider class-based analysis that would make it historically
and theoretically contextualised within the Syrian society; gender-influenced as the
ethnographer’s own experiences obviously influenced her writing (very honest and
brave of her to admit so), especially her perspectives on competition as a form of
sociality (Salamandra 2004: 5, 65). This colouring of ethnography is, of course,
unavoidable if not constitutive of the experiential model of anthropological
fieldwork. Secondly, Salamandra’s work is colourful and engaging, intersected with
some vivid ethnographic descriptions, but her use of ‘resistance’ although frequent
(for examples, see, Salamandra 2004: 83, 109, 126, 135, 146, 153), is neither clearly
defined nor critical. The use of the concept in a variety of different situations
stipulates questions of meaning: what counts as resistance, what as reaction, what is
contestation, and how do we differentiate amongst these? Focusing her ethnographic
evidence and subsequent analysis on a distinctive part of Damascene society (those
with alleged descent from the old notable Damascene ruling classes) the author does
not account for competing perceptions amongst other societal strata, and the
historical and economic manipulation of her participants by the current regime.
Political economist Hinnebusch (1991) and anthropologist Khalaf (1981) both show
how the old ‘notables’ may have lost a lot of their property and political influence,
especially during the eatly period of radical socialist policy implementation (1963—
1967), nevertheless as more liberal policies were initiated by the Neo-Ba’thist regime

these families were able to maintain political and economic affluency by their greater

5 This argument is highly contested, for a political economy perspective see Hinnebusch 1991; for
criticisms regarding the lack of clear methodology and reflection on ‘class’ see Lindisfarne’s (2006)
review of Salamandra’s work.
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access to education and thus easier access to professions of influence either within or
outside the government. Hence, the question of what sort of resistance and against
whom becomes more complex (see chapters 5, 6 and 8) as we consider that the
resistance Salamandra suggests is professed to be directed against a ‘state’ which to

certain extents does serve the class interests of her participants.

Wedeen’s book Awmbiguities of domination: Politics, rhetoric and symbols in contemporary Syria
(1999) discusses how the Syrian ‘regime can do without legitimacy’ (1999:7) by means
of a different, more economical (1999: 152) strategy of domination, that of
compliance. ‘Assad’s cult’ (1999: 2,6,32), maintains the regime is sustained by its
‘disciplinary-symbolic power’ (Wedeen: 145): a form of power that delineates the
extent of appropriate citizenship and public conduct. Syrians, Wedeen argues, are
united in their common disbelief of the claims that the regime makes, yet comply
with it by the politics of ‘acting as if’ (Wedeen 1999: 67). This argument however
presupposes that most Syrians are cynical strategists, an argument that I take to task
throughout this thesis (specifically in chapters 6, 7,8; also see Abu-Lughod 1990;
Mitchell 1990).

Wedeen’s work is theoretically rich, and at times provoking, yet there are some
problems. Firstly, Wedeen’s claims about ‘Syrians’ are too general: her material
derives almost exclusively from within the confines of an intellectual elite: writers,
actors, filmmakers, cartoonists. It is questionable to what extent the views of this
rather select group are upheld within the wider population. Secondly, the historical-
political analysis of Syria is based almost exclusively on its comparison to the post-
soviet experience in Eastern Europe. Although such a comparison between Syria and
Eastern Europe can be fruitful, Wedeen’s treatment of Syria within this prism of
analysis and without adequate contextualisation of Syria’s historical particularities,
and the wider politics in the Middle East, makes her treatment of Syria dangerously

ahistorical.

Finally, Miriam Cooke recounts her acquaintances with Syrian dissident intellectuals,
and desctribes their stories. In the introduction to her book she describes her

endeavout:
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Syria has been linked with Iraq as a sponsor of international

terrorism and a military dictatorship. It is both. At least, the state is.

Yet there is another Syria: a country where dissident patriots seek a

space to express their conscience and their creativity in

circumstances unimaginable to most outsiders. In Dissident Syria:

Making oppositional arts official, 1 traverse the abyss between these two

Syrias, between the power of the state and the power of culture. It is

this other Syria, largely unknown to Americans, that I want to bring

to light in the pages that follow (Cooke 2007: 3).
Cooke’s explorations on Syrian intellectuals are based on her six-month stay in
Damascus and on her encounters with intellectuals there. Her book draws heavily
from both Wedeen’s and Salamandra’s works, and shares with them their problems
in generalising the arguments of a select political configuration and presenting them
in a historical and political vacuum. Similar to Wedeen, Cooke presents dissident
accounts without reference to their local contexts, while analysing the Syrian case
comparatively to post-socialist East Europe, with the implicit assumption that
perhaps neo-liberal capitalism is going to ‘rescue’ Syria, too. Furthermore, Cooke’s
simplistic dichotomy of the ‘two Syrias’ fails to account for the variety and
complexity of the Syrian society.26 Her uncritical embracing of intellectuals as
revolutionaries who ‘encourage change through literature and discourse’ (Dandashli
cited in Cooke 2007: 29), along with her unproblematised discussion on ‘democracy
and freedoms’ (ibid.: 30-35) coupled with her stated ‘mission’ to aid these
intellectuals in being heard in the wider world (ibid.: 164) propagates a very
problematic approach (for a critique on enlightenment and the missionary

endeavours in social science, see Sahlins 1999; for a nuanced gender analysis on

‘saving others’ see Abu-Lughod 2002).

Although insightful regarding the relationship between intellectuals and the state, this
body of literature does little in critically analysing the relevance of social and
historical contexts to the rise and membership of intellectual groups. As a result, the
analyses that they bear tend to be ahistorical in terms of understanding power
struggles within as well as outside Syria, and also little connected to the everyday
realities of life in Syria — realities outside of these elite configurations (see chapter 8).

However, in recent years, some fascinating ethnographies have emerged about Syria,

% For complex anthropological accounts of the contours, complexities and multiplicities of power
relations in Sytia, see Chatty and Rabo (1997); Khalaf (1981); Lindisfarne (2000); Rabo (2005); Rugh
(1997); Sato (2001); Shannon (2000).
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two of them located in Allepo, one by anthropologist Rabo (2005) and the other by
ethnomusicologist Shannon (2006), and an ethnography of Orthodox Christians in
Northeast Syria (Sato 2001). Rabo’s A shop of One’s Own (2005) manages to surpass
some of the main conceptual and ethnographic problems pertaining to power and
deviance that works like Cooke’s, Salamanda’s, and Wedeen’s do not. Rabo navigates
the worlds of traders in the main trading centre (soug) of Aleppo, with both diligence
and sensitivity to detail, specifically exploring how the traders create place out of
space, and how they relate not only with one another, but also with the wider
Aleppine society, the Syrian state, and the global markets that they are part of. The
strikingly beautiful ethnography of Shannon explores issues of music and modernity
in contemporary Aleppo, providing thick descriptions of the complex performances
of music, religiosity and sociality. Last but not least, Sato (2001) explores issues of
identity and memory, highlighting how a Christian minority relates in complex ways
to the Syrian polity and state. These works provide both thick descriptions as well as
rigorous analysis, texturing the ethnographic terrain of anthropology in Syria in deep

and nuances colouts.

Emplacing research practice

Levi’s ‘grey zone,” is a zone of ambiguity’ (Levi 2004: 90) in which there is no clear
boundary between victim and victimiser, a space where ‘compassion and brutality can
coexist in the same individual and in the same moment’ (Levi 2004: 90), a time of
horrifying ‘normalcy’ (Agamben 2004), a time of the banality of evil (Ardent 2004),
and a space that makes judgment impossible: ‘victim and executioner are equally
ignoble; the lesson of the camps is brotherhood in abjection’ (Rousset, in Agamben
2004: 438). The Sonderkommando, the Special Squad in Auschwitz that was comprised
largely of Jewish inmates, represented one such case of the ‘grey zone.” The Squad
lived separately from the rest of the prisoners, sometimes enjoying certain privileges,
and its task was to take care of the crematoria: to keep the order of the inmates, to
regulate the gas chambers, to inspect the corpses, and to supervise cremation. Once,
during a work break, a game of football took place, one team represented the inmate
Sonderkommando squad, the other their officers, the SS. The game proceeded ‘as if,
rather than at the gates of hell, the game were taking place at the village green’ (Levi

2004: 89), and what is more, this apparent normalcy firmly emplaced ‘the burden of
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guilt’ depriving the victims of the ‘solace of innocence:’ ‘it is consummated, we have
succeeded, you no longer are the other race; the antirace, the prime enemy of the
millennial Reich ... you too, like us and like Cain, have killed the brother. Come, we

can play together’ (Levi 2004: 89).

Surviving the concentration camps of WWII, Levi is said to have become a writer in
order to ‘bear witness’ (Agamben 2004: 437). Agamben threads Levi’s narrative in

order to expose, or rather dwell, on another subject:

What is at issue here, therefore, is a zone of irresponsibility and “impotentia
Judicand? that is situated not beyond good and evil but rather, so to speak,
before them. With a gesture that is symmetrically opposed to that of
Nietzsche, Levi places ethics before the area in which we are accustomed
to consider it. And, without our being able to say why, we sense that this
‘before’ is more important than any ‘beyond’ — that the ‘underman’ must
matter to us more than the ‘overman.” This infamous zone of
irresponsibility is our First Circle, from which no confession of
responsibility will remove us... (Agamben 2004: 439, emphasis in
original)
Impotentia judicandi literally means the incapacity to bring about a final decision during
a judicial trial,”" and in reference to Levi, Agamben unpicks the two Latin words for
witness: zerstis, ‘the person who, in a trial or lawsuit between two rival parties, is in the
position of a third party; and as superstes, the ‘person who has lived through
something, who has experienced an event from beginning to end and can therefore
bear witness to it’ (Agamben 2004: 438). Levi’s position firmly marks him as a
superstes, but as such also makes his testimony neither neutral nor objective, not the
testimony of a third party to be accepted in the court. And neither is Levi interested
in judgement or pardon. What the ‘grey zone’ does is to bring law and ethics face to
face, to bring the witness—zerstis and the witness—superstes to continually mirror their
unresolved struggles. I think that zmpotentia judicandi not only describes Levi’s grey
zone, but that this tension is the constitutive tension of anthropology (Moore 1999).
Through fieldwork and particularly through participant observation we become
witness—superstes, we partake, participate and bear witness to events that we become

part of, relationships that we form and form us intersubjectively. The academic act of

writing, upon our ‘return’ asks of us to become witness—zerstis, to resume an ‘ethical’

"1 am grateful to Dr Claudia Metli for providing me with the literal translation of this phrase and for
sharing her knowledge and enthusiasm of Agamben with me.
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distance and to offer testimonies as a third party. But the impossibility of witnessing
does not go away by conflating law and ethics, as Agamben shows. And this is the
strength of the discipline: its tensions, its unresolved dilemmas that face us, as
anthropologists, at every stage of our endeavour, from the conception of a project, to
fieldwork, to writing up. I continue to struggle with the impossibility of
anthropology, and I have done so in every chapter, through different ways, some
more reflective, others more reflexive. As I discuss in chapter 1, anthropology is an
epistemological science, and as such it continually conflates the different meanings of
witnessing. In this section, however, I outline some of the more formal aspects of my
fieldwork in Syria, such as relations with persons, communities, and host
governments. In the chapters that follow, more specific methodological reflections

are explored.

I conducted long-term (14 months in total) fieldwork, based primarily on the method
of participant observation in the Druze community of Jaramana. To an extent,
fieldwork was also multi-sited (Marcus 1995): I travelled outside of Jaramana to meet
interviewees, as well as to directly observe folklore festivals, dance performances and
dancers. Fieldwork and participant observation entail ethical choices, responsibilities
and dilemmas that the researcher has to take in order to ensure the well-being, safety
and consent of her participants (see ASA guidelines); these dilemmas become all the
more astute when one conducts fieldwork in an authoritarian state with a strong
secret security apparatus. Before embarking on and during cross-national fieldwork, I
did my utmost to have a candid and honest relation with the host government. I met,
informed, and took advice from his Excellency the Syrian Ambassador in London,
Sami Khiyami. Upon my first ‘pilot’ visit to Syria, I consulted with Syrian academics
from within and from outside the University of Damascus, as well as with personnel
from the Greek Embassy in Damascus, as to the most ethical, safe and morally
responsible way of conducting my affairs, for my research as well as for the well
being of the persons and communities that I would carry out my research with.
Based on their advice I decided that the most responsible way to conduct research
would be to have honest relationships with the host government, and after
deliberations and following local advice I submitted an application to the University
of Damascus which outlined my research and requested formal affiliation with the

University as a visiting researcher, and an official research permit. This application
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was submitted before I embarked on long-term fieldwork, in August 2008. The
research permit was granted almost a year later, in June 2009, and the process
involved some less and some more serious adventures, but in the end, this process
helped both my research as well as my host community and participants. However,
because I was ‘known’ and at times ‘under scrutiny’ from official state apparatuses, I
had to be extra diligent in order to protect my research informants. Presuming or
knowing that I was ‘watched’ meant that I could not follow certain research interests
(such as the topic of direct resistance), for example when I was invited to certain
oppositional meetings I had to politely decline because my presence there might have
drawn attention and endangered participants. Also, field notes were written in Greek,
names were coded and kept safe and locked away as a precautionary measure, while I
monitored and censored my online interactions and telecommunications. Especially
when one is in a foreign country, hyper-vigilance may be the safest road to travel.
Vigilance, heightened protection, and the feeling of arbitrariness of security tactics,
however, helped me to embody some of the aspects of living in Syria and to bring

me closer to my research participants.

As anthropologists, we have a critical responsibility to inform and protect our
research communities and participants (see ASA guidelines). This becomes a greater
challenge when the community involved in the research is suspicious and protective
of ‘outsiders’ as the Druze communities have historically been; also when members
of the community are not sufficiently acquainted with academic structures and what
anthropological research might entail. Fieldwork in Jaramana involved a long, slow
process of acquaintance, gaining access, building trust, establishing rapport and
negotiating informed consent; this was established by participant observation and the
daily negotiations with the host families.”® T was as clear and open as possible
regarding what anthropology and what my research in Syria were about. When my
written Arabic was good enough I wrote a short essay about anthropology and my
research in Syria, which I read and showed to anybody interested. Yet, the single-
most important informed consent negotiated and access granted occurred when my
host parents would talk to other members of the community on bebalf of me,
explaining what anthropology, and my research was about. This marked not only that

they knew and had ‘tested’ me sufficiently, but also that they shared the responsibility

% For a day in the life of Umm Samir, and of the anthropological process, see Appendix 1.
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of representing me to, as well as protecting me from others. This process was slow,
gradual and occurred in different ways in the two families I stayed with. Although
most of the time during participant observation I was not taking direct notes, nor
asking direct questions, as time went by people themselves would instruct me to take
notes, or bring my camera, sometimes they would ask to see my (Greek) notes, and
often comment very favourably about my writing character. The fact that I would
take photographs of events such as marriages and funerals slowly turned me into a
local resident photographer and paparazzi: people would not only ask me to take
photographs of them, but also asked to see and comment on wedding photographs
and video material — thus stills and video were not only used to record but also to
elicit information (see chapter 4). However, there are certain religious prohibitions
against photography and video, especially when persons involved are initiated

(‘ugqal), and I was always following local advice in order to avoid undue intrusion.

All of the photographs and video material collected have been shared with
participants and their future and present uses negotiated with them individually and
every time. However, for the photographs and video from public events such as
festivals I have not been able to negotiate consent with all the persons involved (see
ASA guidelines), but as an official guest of either the Ministry of Culture or of the
independent dance troupe performances I have observed (including Enana, Ornina,
Leish and Sima), I have obtained consent from them. Although I did not conduct
any interviews within the Druze community, I conducted thirty recorded and
unrecorded semi-structured interviews with dancers, dance directors, and state
officials such as the Vice Minister of Culture, the director of Theatre and Music.
Consent was verbally obtained from all these interviewees. This material has helped
me understand the social, political, and economic landscape regarding the arts and
dance outside of Jaramana, but most of this material has not found its way directly
into the thesis, but will be used in the future. Similarly, I formed intimate close
relations and conducted short-term fieldwork (approximately two months
comprising weekly stays over the duration of fieldwork) with a Muslim family in Al-
Raqqa. This experience has been very helpful in providing me with a comparative

basis but has not found its way directly into this thesis.
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While most of the officials and dancers I interviewed and observed did not want to
be anonymous, research in Jaramana was predicated on the principles of trust,
privacy and anonymity. All names and personal information that can be identified
have been anonymised and changed, while certain information has also been altered
in order to avoid recognition of any individual. The process of anonymising the
thesis, as well as including certain ‘sensitive’ subjects, events and relationships has
been carried out together with research participants, especially from the two Druze
families, bayt Abud-Haddad and bayr Ouward. Both families have been actively
involved during fieldwork as well as in the process of writing up. During a return to
fieldwork in October 2010, I was able to specifically outline and explain my thesis to
the two families. Specifically Zahra, whose story features in this work, has read,
commented and contributed to most of the chapters in the thesis. Similarly, my
brothers Karem and Tariq have helped with double checking and obtaining data, as
well as providing me with their architectural sketches for their houses (chapter 3). We
have discussed together and decided that is not an infringement on their intellectual
property rights to use their drawings without their real names but with pseudonyms
in order to protect their privacy. Similatly, chapter 8 evolved through the personal
involvement of Noura Murad, the director of the dance troupe and performance that
are the focus, and she has read, commented and agreed to its inclusion in my thesis.
This work, thus, in itself represents the social nature of both fieldwork and of writing
up, the continued involvement of research participants, and the social project of

anthropology.

Intersubjective research praxis: practice into theory

First, it [intersubjectivity| resonates with the manner in which many non-
Western peoples tend to emphasize identity as ‘mutually arising’ — as
relational and variable — rather than assign ontological primacy to the
individual persons or objects that are implicit in any intersubjective nexus.
(...) Second, the notion of intersubjectivity helps us elucidate a critical
characteristic of preliterate thought, namely, the way it tends to construe
extrapsychic processes that we construe as ztrapsychic. The unconscious
(...) is in a preliterate society more likely to be called the unknown. (...)
Finally, the notion of intersubjectivity helps us unpack the relationship
between two different but vitally connected senses of the word subject —
the first referring to the empirical person, endowed with consciousness
and will, the second, to abstract generalities such as society, class, gender,
nation, structure, history, culture, and tradition that are subjects of our
thinking but not themselves possessed of life (Jackson 1999: 7).
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I do not want to venture into abstract theoretical understandings of intersubjectivity,
just to hint at their relevance® by delineating some of the ways that intersubjective
relations have affected both research methods as we// as research theory. Thus, in this
section I will illustrate through brief examples how my relationships were
intersubjectively constituted, and relate this to the overarching theoretical framework
that has been used in this thesis. Although somewhat unorthodox, the combination
of research methods and theory is my way of underlining how interconnected these

practices, for conducting fieldwork and of writing anthropology, really are.

Palestine and Christmas

Orientalism is described by Said (1978) as a set of discursive practices that classify
and order the wortld according to relations of power, methods and techniques of
unequal divisions into Occident and Orient, in which one resembles the dominating
and the other the dominated.* Savigliano expands on notions of Orientalism and
colonisation to refer to hegemonic processes of internal colonisation,31 specifically
she develops the concept of ‘autoexoticism’ in reference to her study of the history
and politics of, the local and inseparably global, Argentinean tango. Autoexoticism
refers to those local ‘indigenous’ practices of ‘looking for identity through the
Western mirror’ (Savigliano 1995: 179).32 Yet, ‘everyone has had one’s own Orient,
pertaining to space and time, most often of both’ (Todorova 1997: 12), but
sometimes this Orientalist frame shifts from ‘a discourse about imputed opposition

[to one of] imputed ambiguity,” (Todorova 1997: 17), as in discourses of

balkanism and within the contours of a European Orientalism that turns exotic

% For further elucidation on issues of intersubjectivity and anthropology, see Boskovic (2002); Butler
(1990); Jackson (1999); Rapport (1997).

% Some examples of the critical debates regarding Said’s Orientalism include: Carrier (1992); Fox
(2002); Richardson (1990); and Thomas (1991).

i Defining hegemony has been debated in anthropology (see Kurtz 1996; Smith 2004; Trouillot
2001). Gramsci defines hegemony as ‘intellectual and moral leadership’ (Gramsci in Kurtz 1996: 103),
and Smith notes that ‘hegemony is about the mastering of history’ (2004: 217). I employ the concept
of hegemony, following Gramsci, Kurtz and Smith, to undetline the ways by which consent plays a
role in both maintaining as well as potentially subverting the status quo. The Gramscian notion of
consent that I employ as above differs from the ways Kant, among others, employ the term (see
Harvey 2009).

%2 ‘Bxoticism and autoexoticism are interrelated outcomes of the colonial encounter, an encounter
that is asymmetric in terms of power. And they contribute to the further establishment of
imperialism. Perhaps exoticism is one of the most pervasive imperialism manoeuvres. The promises
of incorporation into Civilization through Progress can produce a stumbling development filled with
economic fits and starts... Exoticism creates the abstract, unfulfillable desire for completeness in the
colonized while extracting his or her bodily passion. Exoticism is a colonial erotic game played
between unequal partners’ (Savigliano 1995: 75-76).
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others to stigmatised brothers (see Buchowski 2006). Many strands, local and global
but most often contradictory, of Orientalism and autoexoticism exist in Greece, my
home country: ‘Gtreece’s own place in the East/West divide has been equivocal, even
though in the language of international diplomacy Greece has firmly identified as
“European’ (Karayanni 2010: 8). And I can identify with Karayanni when he

describes his feelings when listening to Arabic radio stations:

...an indulgence in the foreign and exotic culture that was quite close

geographically and yet far away, forcefully distanced by political

ideologies. While I envisioned the moves, my ears drunk in the melodies

and the maqams, or musical roads, which were as familiar to my sensibility

as the family features that you recognise in a close relative with whom

you are not on speaking terms because of family feuds (Karayanni 2010:

7-8).
From the perspective of Greek geography, ‘our’ near East was a place as close to
become palpable, familiar and threatening, as sufficiently far away to remain exotic,
and to act as a negative foil. But this geographic and social distance has always been
peculiar. I am not going to talk about Greek nationalism and Orientalism, others
have done so in a much more lucid and textured way (Karayanni 2010: 121-157), 1
just want to point out that I grew up under a rigid, homogenising but always under
threat nationalism, perpetrated in the school and by the media, which pursued a
paradoxical discourse: we were, it said, the cradle of democracy, the birthplace of
Europe, yet still we had to strive hard to become European, to discover, it seemed, a
long-lost grandeur that we must have lost sometime, somewhere in the Ottoman
Empire. But, at the same time I grew up in the doubly unconventional household of
not only a single mother but of a revolutionary in the most genuinely Marxist way.
European identity politics were not only a bourgeois issue, but something used to
shift attention from social, political and economic inequalities (and this I learned in
an embodied way, through the struggles of my mother, a proletarian, in and out of
her workplace). I still remember the Christmas day when I got my first book
presents: one was the illustrated poem by Odysseas Elytis, ‘I Podilatissa’ (she, the
bicycle rider, my translation), the other was a collection of drawings and poems of
the Intifada by Palestinian children. Up until now, I cannot dissociate one mental

image from the other.
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We all carry different and shifting forms of Orientalism and autoexoticism, and so
does the endeavour of anthropology, and, so I carried to fieldwork my own luggage
and bias, and, although I cannot yet say it with certainty, mine had to do with a sense

of inexplicable belonging as well as with a sense of urgency and common struggles.

Tall, blonde, with blue eyes

Many months after I had been living in Jaramana, Karem and his best friend Salih
shared with me a funny story regarding the first time we all met, which I paraphrase.
The story goes like this: Karem’s sister, Zahra, had informed her brother that he will
receive a call from a Greek friend of hers who was going to do research in Syria, and
who might need help and friends. During my first visit to Syria in June 2008, I called
Karem and arranged to meet him outside the hotel in which I was staying. Karem
came with his best friend Salih, and on their way to meet me they engaged in wishful
thinking: ‘Oh, she’s European... Different from Syrian girls... Imagine, she’s going
to be tall, blonde, and with blue eyes, fair skin...” The conversation continued (and I
wish I could print the expressive gestures my two friends made) until they saw me:
Short, with dark skin and eyes, and short, curly hair. “We thought that you might be
Salih’s sister [Salih is of similar hair, height and skin tone| but you certainly were not

European!’

Anthropologists are often critiqued for their Orientalist research, but as the above
story illustrates, it is not only research and researchers that may perpetuate
hegemonic relations into their research. In fact, through the incessant processes of
globalisation, inequality is not measured only in terms of capital but also in the terms
and conditions available for the structuring of worlds. Anthropologists and research
participants are as culprits and as saints. What is important is not to stop at this

statement, but to share, in a way, our funny stories — and to create new ones.

Our common ancestors: the ancient, the political and the relational

The fact that I was not Druze, not Syrian, not Arab, not quite European but Greek
had significant (and at times surprising) repercussions for conducting research in
Jaramana and in Syria. Not only entry visa fees for Greek citizens were significantly

less than most other European countries, but because I could not be directly placed
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within the immediate known webs of knowledge and networks of familiarity and
difference, because I was not perceived to be enmeshed in the familiar (stereotypical)
fabric of the Middle East, nor as a threatening, imposing or completely ignorant
outsider (a European, an American, an Orientalist), I was often an ambiguous, almost
liminal person, and I was often given the benefit of doubt. As my access to and trust
of the community increased over time and through involvement, I was projected
upon and projected in a favourable light, and more often than not, this entailed the
idiomatic use of common ancient ancestry. Being Greek was an important and
favourable aspect of my social construction in Jaramana, because ancient Greek
philosophy is considered one of the spiritual ancestors of fawhid and hence it was

said that we are kinship relatives.33

Furthermore, my gender, my sexual unavailability (the fact that I was engaged to an
English partner whom my families and friends met, and the social prescriptions of
endogamy), and the close caring relationships I developed with my two Druze
mothers, situated me in an ambiguous but less problematic niche from other possible
categories. Also, as I was ‘adopted’ by two bayrs (see chapter 3) that occupied
different yet very respectable positions within the social rubric of Jaramana, allowed
me not only to move between their two social milieus but a more general ease of
movement at large within the Druze community of Jaramana. Should my
positionality have been different, other opportunities and problems would have

arisen:

M: Umm Nidal [mother of Zahra], how would you say that people here
view me?

UN: Oh, everybody likes you, Maria is like Feirouz [famous Lebanese
singet]... You are very kind and polite (7 rweh), smart, strong...

M: And how would you say they’d view me if I was the same person, with
the same studies, family situation, but instead of Greek I was from here?
UN: [Long, emotional pause] You know the answer to this. [Long pause]
The society here... they would not see you with the same eyes.

M: And you, how would you see me, Umm Nidal?

UN: [Very long and emotional pause| I am part of my society.

%% The idiomatic use of kinship took different forms, some people would trace a literal blood line
between ancient Greeks and the Druze, others would stress the spiritual affinity as a metaphorical
kinship. Additionally, consider the following passages from Joumblatt: ‘We trace our line back to
Hermes Trimegistes... Socrates, Pythagoras and Plato are widely read in our little country... itis a
kind of tiny humanist Greece, an agora... The Druses [sic] are truly rational: they have that “Greek
commonsense’” (1982: 32, 37).
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If T was not Greek, then I would be in the situation of Zahra... This conversation
took place in July 2009, during a long and hard discussion that had to do with Zahra

living in Europe.

Doing ethnography is a reaching towards the possibility of becomings, it is not only
learning of each Other, not only learning from each other, but engaging in the
unstable relational process of opening up possibilities of otherness, and sameness,
possibilities of a ‘tenuous and ephemeral’ game: ‘as I reach toward, I reach not
toward the “you” I ascertain but toward the “you” you will become in relation to our
exchange’ (Manning 2007: 7). In doing long term fieldwork, anthropologist and
informants engage in a relationship of assembling and re-assembling possibilities of
becomings (Deleuze and Guattari 2005 [1987]); as such, in terms of methodology,
fieldwork is the relational process of becomings, of shifting and altering the
potentialities of how to change, and this process occurs to both anthropologist and
informants. In different degrees, our gestures involve us in a common becoming.
Only then, only after we have tried and allowed to be reached, to be touched, only
after we permit other possibilities to shift our ontological being into an ontogenetic
becoming, is the anthropologist, or anyone, able to sense a change of the shifting
logic of senses. Yet touch, the reaching forward, becomes the movement of
possibilities, and these possibilities include both coming together as well as coming
apart; they entail a close movement, an intimacy, but also the possibility of violence,
of hurting, of causing pain. Inflicting violence here, presupposes the touch. As in our
personal anthropological triangle between Zahra, her mother and the Greek

anthropologist.

Relationality constitutes the basis of not only my methodological becoming-
anthropologist, but also the basic foundation of this work. The concept of
relationality has fruitful elaborations in both philosophy (Deleuze and Guattari 2005
[1987]) and anthropology (Mitchell 1991; Strathern 1990, 2004 [1991]). I drew
inspiration from these works to use relationality to denote that: (1) relations are
constitutive of reality; (2) terms such as reality and everyday life (used in the pages
that follow) are empirically constituted through relationships; (3) personhoods,

rituals, and practices are emerging, shifting relational processes. Furthermore, these
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shifting always-changing relations are structuring, meaning that contingent power

relations are to be traced, historised and be analysed through them.

Interpretation, use and analysis of not only my relational involvement in Jaramana
and Syria, but also of the relational frameworks of becoming Druze and becoming
Syrian, emerge and are elaborated throughout this thesis. The complexities and
contradictions of everyday life and practice in Syria are impossible to fit or be
understood only through one abstract theoretical scheme. However, relationality has
been chosen as the basic theoretical foundation of the thesis for a number of
reasons. Firstly, relationality offers the most fruitful and ‘best fit" between
ethnography conducted and available anthropological theory. This is because not
only beliefs and practices in Syria are relational, i.e. they shift and change depending
on relations, but also personal relations and construction of personhoods are never
finished or static affairs. In this respect, relationality allows to locate events, practices,

and personhoods in all their complexity and dynamics as always changing becomings.

Secondly, a relational approach in ethnography permits the study of power relations
and politics on a more nuanced and specific basis than that of other less relationally
embedded methodologies (Wedeen 1999). Finally, a relational approach allows power
relationships to emerge in different prisms and ways, and thus to partially overcome
some of the criticisms in Marxist or Foucauldian approaches (and use these more
creatively), especially in regards to issues of agency, social change, and the body as an

analytical site (see below).

Ewmbodiment and body-becomings

This thesis traces the relational frameworks of power through the ways these become
embodied, negotiated and contested. The ‘body’ thus, becomes both a
methodological ‘place’ (79pos) from which ethnographic investigations begin, as well
as a philosophical and political trope from which anthropological analyses emerge. In
this respect, this section outlines some of the most prominent works on the body
and embodiment; works that have not only been influential in general but that have
particularly shaped the way the ‘body’ and embodiment have been employed in this

thesis.
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Marx and Engles proclaimed that ‘man’ not only shapes his world but is, in turn,
shaped by it through a dialectic interaction: ‘We have to say that labour created man
himself [...] the hand that became free and could henceforth attain ever greater
dexterity and skill, and the greater flexibility thus acquired was inherited and
increased from generation to generation. Thus the hand is not only the organ of

labour, it is also the product of labour’ (Engels 2007 [1882]: 26, emphasis in original).

The body’s ‘career’” in anthropology (Cowan 1990: 21-27; Csordas 1999; Lock and
Farquhar 2007), we may say, has ‘roots in the prehistory of anthropological thought’
(Herzfeld 1987: 96), having formed a large part of the ethnographic descriptions and
taxonomic relations to exotic ‘others.”** However, the first time that the ‘body’ enters
the social sciences in something other than a descriptive platform, as a way ‘in which
from society to society men know how to use their bodies,” (Mauss 2007 [1935]: 50)
is in 1935 in a tiny article published by Marcel Mauss. Through the °...notion of
social “habitus”...[in which] we should see the techniques and work of collective and
individual reason’ (Mauss 2007 [1935]: 53), Mauss argues that the ‘man’s first and
most natural technical object, and at the same time technical means, is his body’
(Mauss 2007 [1935]: 56). Mauss was the forerunner for the anthropological as well as
philosophical developments in which, almost half a century later, the ‘body’ becomes
a fruitful field of debate and knowledge production in symbolic and structural
anthropology (Douglas 1966, 1970; Turner 1967), while the phenomenology of
Merleau-Ponty sets the ‘body’ as the phenomenological horizon of perception, as
both object and subject, taking Mauss’ ‘techniques of the body’ one step further:
‘Insofar as I have hands, feet; a body, I sustain around me intentions which are not
dependent on my decisions and which affect my surroundings in a way that I do not

choose” (Metleau-Ponty 1962 [1945]: 440).

In the contexts of 20" Century existential Being-in-the-world (Heidegger 1985
[1927/1962]) and phenomenological body as the hotizon of perception (Metleau-
Ponty 1962 [1945]), questions of the historical and political construction not only of
perception but of the body itself began to arise: how ‘natural, political, and

‘historical’ can a body become?

34 - > - ¢ TSN -

In Linnaeus’ anthropological taxonomy, ‘subdivisions’” of human groups (American, European,
Asiatic and African) are divided according to their bodies’ skin colout, physique and clothing, see
Herzfeld (1987: 96-97).
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‘The ‘body politic’, [becomes]| a set of material elements and techniques that serve as
weapons, relays, communication routes and supports for the power and knowledge
relations that invest human bodies and subjugate them by turning them into objects

of knowledge’ (Foucault 2006 [1977]: 355).

In viewing the body as a system of knowing, as the object and subject of power
relations, a site where power struggles are constructed, take place and are
reproduced, Foucault’s archaeological ‘diggings’ and subsequent genealogical
‘tracings’ address issues of and on the body in terms of power (employed as subtle,
dispersed, horizontal and vertical), and knowledge systems (or knowledge-power:
regimes of truth that control, constrain, limit, police, regulate, and determine what
can be thought), through his archaeological historical studies (‘history’ is viewed as
sudden ruptures and discontinuous epochs in which different ‘discourses’ operate;
this does not refer to the technique or the process of discoursing, but what is
possible to say and think within a system of articulating and practicing knowledge:
what can be true in a given historical period). Foucault argues that there is a historical
rupture around the 18" century in discourse (1991 [1977], 1998 [1978], 2005 [1970]),
a dramatic shift in power-knowledge, which is characterised in the transformation of
‘right over death’ (simply put, the medieval right of the lord to take the life of his
subjects) to ‘power over life’ ‘Now it is over life, throughout its unfolding, that
power establishes its domination; death is power’s limit, the moment that escapes it’
(1998 [1978]: 138). This archaeological rupture transforms power-knowledge
regimes, firstly by transforming the body as machine: ‘Its disciplining, the optimization
of its capabilities, the extortion of its forces, the parallel increase of its usefulness and
its docility, its integration into systems of efficient and economic controls, all this was
ensured by the procedures of power that characterised the disciplines: an anatomo-politics

of the human body’ (Foucault 1998 [1978]: 139, emphasis in original).

In the contexts of post-enlightenment capitalism in Western Europe, the body itself
becomes an economic instrument, through its economic use as a form of labour
power: ‘The body becomes both a productive body and a subjected body’ (Foucault
2006 [1977]: 354). Intetlocked with its development as machine and labour power,

the body, says Foucault, is ‘invested’” in power relations: ‘But the body is also directly
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involved in a political field; power relations have an immediate hold upon it; they
invest it, mark it, train it, torture it, force it to carry out tasks, to perform ceremonies,

to emit signs’ (Foucault 2006 [1977]: 353).

Bourdieu’s theory of practice rests upon the concept of habitus, ‘history turned into
nature’ (Bourdieu 2007 [1977]: 78) which he defines as: ‘systems of durable,
transposable dispositions, structured structures predisposed to function as
structuring structures [...] the habitus is the source of the series of moves which are
objectively organised as strategies without being the product of a genuine strategic
intention’ (Bourdieu 2007 [1977]: 72-73). Bourdieu develops the dialectic of
embodiment in order to underline the everyday, practical, and material dimensions of

habitus:

But it is the dialectical relationship between the body and a space

structured according to the mythico-ritual opposition that one finds the

form par excellence of the structural apprenticeship which leans to the

em-bodying of the structures of the world, that is, the appropriating by

the world of a body thus enabled to appropriate the world (Bourdieu

2007 [1977]: 89).
This thesis is about bodies: their constructions, extensions, and their political
ramifications. Herein, the ‘body’ is variably considered as a phenomenological
horizon (Merleau-Ponty 1962), as a body without organs and the realm of relational
possibilities and becomings (Deleuze and Guattari 2005 [1987]; Manning 2007), and
as an analytical tool for researching power relations and the inscriptions and
investments of political, social and economic struggles (Bourdieu 2007 [1977];
Foucault 1991 [1977]). In the chapters that follow, power relations are traced through
and on bodies, bodies that may become singular, or multiple, bodies that become
idols, idols that become subverted, and through nuptial bodies that dance on the
limits of empires. These bodies, identified or unidentifiable, gendered and

engendering, become the local and global sites and ways, paving the ways that

nuptiality becomes the relational idiom of power in contemporary Syria.
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Chapter Three
Two houses in Jaramana

Introduction: On houses

During summer nights in Damascus, the light of street lamps or the light of the
moon cast shadows on the walls of buildings, making houses appear in the abstract:
upside-down, reflected. The subtle play of light and dark, the uneven distribution of
shades and shadows on uneven walls, on yellow, orange, and grey cracks, resemble
veins, like the veins on the hand of a worker or a dancer. In the dim lights of the
night, houses, as if through their visible pumping veins, come to life. For houses
have veins. They are continuously in the making, inhabited and inhabiting, lived in
and out, changing. They decay as much as they endure, and similar to looking at the
hands of a pianist or a farmer, the wrinkles of a face or the pages of a history book,

each shadow and each shade are seeds, traces and stories.

In this chapter I trace the stories of two family houses in Jaramana. Historically a
Druze agricultural village in the vicinity of the Ghuta plains on the outskirts of the
Syrian capital, Damascus, Jaramana is one of the most densely populated areas of
Syria, inhabited by Druze, Christians and Muslims, as well as refugees from Palestine
and Iraq and displaced persons from the Golan Heights. During my fieldwork in
Syria (July 2008—September 2009, October 2010), I spent nine months (January—
September 2009, October 2010) living in the city of Jaramana. Due to an array of
events (see chapter 1), I spent one month (January 2009) living in the household of
the Ouward family, while afterwards I resided with the family of Abud-Haddad.
Throughout this time, I moved between these two households, participating in the
lives of their members, learning the language, the customs, the habits, meeting their
relatives and friends. The suburb of Jaramana and the Druze community are focal
points of this thesis, but also the results of my own physical, emotional and
intellectual movements between these two households and their social networks. Put
another way, what I came to know of Jaramana, the Druze community, and of the
two houses are the direct results of my interactions with these two families. But why

the emphasis on houses in this chapter?
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The word house (bay?) has at least three meanings in Arabic: it means house; it means
the family or minimal lineage (Chatty 1974: 101); and it is also the word used for a
line in a verse (Irwin 2006: 6). Thus, bayt may denote the unit of spatial living
arrangements, as in the English usage. The definition of bays as family or lineage
extends through space and time to include important socio-political and economic
units of spatio-temporal relationships, relations fictional and real, of consanguinity
and affinity that may share the same living arrangements. The word bayt may also
include members of an extended family that may not share the same living
arrangements but a common ancestry: i.e. bayr Abud-Haddad includes all the family
members that share the same house, male offspring and their children who have
moved out of the family house, and also other family households who share a
common ancestor — for Abud-Haddad this is three generations. Bayf, within the
Druze community of Jaramana, also has connotations of maximal lineage, similar to
what Chatty describes for the two Bedouin tribes she discusses, as fakbad (maximal
lineage) and ‘@shira (sub-tribe) (Chatty 1974: 100); many families in Jaramana stated
that they have different organisation of social structure from Bedouins and other
Arabs, that the do not have tribes as the ‘Others do.” However, bayt is often used akin
to ‘ashira or gabila, for example in historical narratives regarding conflicts and feuds
within Jaramana, while also gabila is used by Lebanese Druze (see Alamuddin and
Starr 1980). Much has been written regarding Arab social organisation, segmentation
and lineage, in anthropology;” however, for the purposes of this chapter I use the
term bayt in its fluid local to Jaramana meaning, to denote the minimal lineage of
households in Jaramana, but also maximal lineage (where this is the case it is stated
explicitly for maintaining clarity). The term bay# is useful to work with because it is
both pervasively in use within the Syrian contexts as well as fluid: everybody in Syria
has a bayt but what that precisely means, who it includes and excludes, varies greatly
depending on circumstance and time. How does the material structure of a house

connect with the relational idiom of house as a lineage classification?

‘Houses are the most personal units in the built environment,” writes Stefan Weber
(2009: 227) in his extensive study of urban transformation in Damascus during the

late Ottoman Empire (1808—1918), ‘venues for negotiating social status, power and

35 . . . . .
For representative works regarding segmentary lineage theory and its development in anthropology

see: Patai (1955); Murphy and Kasdan (1959); Peters (1967); Gellner (1969); Keyser (1974); Mecker

(1976); Geertz, Geertz, and Rosen (1979); Dresch (19806); Lindholm (1986); Abu-Lughod (1989).
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influence’ (Weber 2009: 397). Weber states that ‘traditional Damascene houses are
houses with various living rooms (#da/ umad) on two floors, grouped around one or
two more spacious courtyards,” noting that ‘the house looks “inwards™ (Weber 2009:
231-232) since the windows of the house face the internal courtyard of the house,
and since ‘as a rule of Damascene architecture, representation takes place mainly in
the interior parts of the house’ (Weber 2009: 233). Moreover, in his comprehensive
study of Damascene houses, Weber dispels some of the gender stereotypes often
held in reference to Arab societies and their houses. Arab houses in general have
been described through gendered classifications as divided between male and female,
or private and public spaces. The gendered divisions of Damascene houses have
been classified through two dichotomies, the haramiik (family section) and the
selamlik (guest section). Weber, however, notes that these classifications are the
Turkish terms that specifically refer to palace architecture, and there are no historical
records demonstrating that the Damascenes used these terms in reference to their
houses (Weber 2009: 232); instead, the Damascene house was functionally divided
into the outer part (al-barrani) and the inner part (a/jumwwani). These classifications,
Weber argues, did not connote gender distribution just spatial disposition’ (Weber
2009: 232): ‘houses are private, but not inaccessible... The interior spaces and

facades were elements of social representation directed at outsiders’ (Weber 2009:

397).

Weber distinguishes between two main building phases of architectural development:
the first occurred in the middle of the 18™ century when courtyard houses were built
with a varied array of architectural characteristics. The second phase took place
during the late Tanzimat reforms of the Ottoman Empire during the late 19®
Century. During this time of economic and political reorganisation, courtyard houses
were characterised by ‘strict symmetry... a sense of order and uniformity... regularity
and measurability” (Weber 2009: 302—-304). The rooms in traditional elite houses that
had been used multifunctionally begun to be functionally defined (Weber 2009: 239),
reflecting global influences: ‘Buropean centres became the new horizons rather than
the local Beirut or Cairo,” yet Istanbul remained ‘the decisive point of reference’
(Weber 2009: 396). The changes in the architecture of urban, middle and upper class
houses in Damascus redefined the notion of ‘traditional’ Damascene house into a

symmetrical building block structure looking into a central courtyard, embodying a

77



new emerging governmentality structuring not only the house, but broader political
and social conduct. Also, different housing structures appeared, such as konaks
(Weber 2009: 331) and apartment buildings (Weber 2009: 365), and in contrast to the
inward-looking traditional courtyard houses, these structures were oriented so as to
be ‘looking out’ to the street (Weber 2009: 331). At the start of the 20" century,
houses were ‘almost exclusively organised around families’ (Weber 2009: 360, 364).
Finally, Weber notes that the construction of courtyard houses dropped dramatically
after the 1920s and 1930s as such types of house no longer fulfilled ‘the criteria of
class distinction’ (Weber 2009: 395), which increasingly became more global and

metropolitan.

In anthropology, there has been one house that shook the theoretical foundations of
previous functionalist, structuralist, and symbolic analyses. “The house is a world
within a world,” wrote Pierre Bourdieu (2005 [1990]: 282) about the Kabyle village
house of a Berber-speaking community in Algeria, ‘but one that always remains
subordinate, because, even when it displays all the properties and relationships that
define the archetypical world, it remains an inverted reflexion, a world in reverse.’
Bourdieu describes the Kabyle house through a series of oppositions (light/dark,
dry/wet, male/female) and relations (associations based on activities, placement of
objects, animals, reception of guests, etc.), as a universe built on differences and
resemblance,s within the different spaces of the house as well as the house as a unit
in relation to the wotld outside of it. What is interesting and radical in Bourdieu’s
analysis is that the Kabyle house is not described in terms of stable or given spaces —
spaces where certain functions take place — but relationally, through the on-going
interactions of ‘things,” humans, animals, the seasons, wetness and dryness, light and
shade, and located within the relational webs of the wotld inside and outside of the
house. In this sense, the house is not organised around certain ‘cultural’ or ‘practical’
principles, the house /s a relationship. As Mitchell puts it, Bourdieu’s Kabyle house is
very different from functional explanations of house organisation (Mitchell 1991: 49)
that classify houses as discrete objects framed and organised to accommodate certain
functions. The oppositions that the Kabyle house entails are not fixed categories or
‘an effect not of spatial coordinates but of polar forces... such polar forces occur

themselves not as a structure of oppositions but as an unstable play of differences’

(Mitchell 1991: 50).
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Bourdieu’s description also departs from analyses of symbolic or cultural ‘codes’
because here there is no referent and no external, stable signifier, but only
interrelations within specific contexts that emerge continuously, resembling and

differing from each other:

There is nothing symbolic in this world. Gall is not associated with
wormwood because it symbolises bitterness. It occurs itself as a trace of
bitterness. The grain does not represent fertility, and therefore the
woman. It is itself fertile, and duplicates in itself the swelling of a
pregnant woman’s belly... Such resemblances and differences do not
form a separate realm of meaning, a code apart from things themselves;
hence this very notion of ‘thing” does not occur... There are, rather, the
necessary relations at work in a world where nothing occurs except as
something that resembles, differs from, duplicates or re-enacts something
else. (Mitchell 1991: 61)
Houses are embodiments — dimensional embodiments in space and time: ‘a process
caught up in this life-and-death, not an inert framework that pretends to stand
apart... there is no mere house, but rather an active housing, engendered in the
forming of a household and sustained as an aspect of its vigour, never as a neutral
framework. Housing is not an object or container but a charged process, an
inseparable part of life that grows, flourishes, decays and is reborn’ (Mitchell 1991:
52-53). Apt and abstract at once: physical, dialectical and dynamic interactions,
associations and transformations. They are tactile and material, tracing the spaces
that they occupy and at the same time tracing a changing historical past, a precatious
present, and an ambivalent future (future is always ambivalent precisely because of
the effect of materiality and touch: physical, predestined to decay, to fall prey to its
own material foundations upon time and space, and to be reborn). Houses thus

embody the social processes of a relational, contextual and fluid world, within the

contexts of an unstable game between resemblance, difference and deferral.

The connections between house as a kinship idiom of varying degrees of relational
interactions, and house as the material structure, become apparent as both are
embodiments of active, engendering and changing social processes and practices.

In this chapter, two Druze households, their histories, genealogies, and their houses
animate classed and gendered differences and similarities within the religious

community, through which the chapter explores the embodiment of spatial intimacy
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within the social fabric of a Druze neighbourhood. The concepts of making place
through history and continuous intimate interactions are introduced in this chapter,
thus locating fieldwork physically as much as intimately. In terms of organisation,
this chapter firstly locates Jaramana historically, geographically and socially, and then
explores bayt Ouward and bayr Abud-Haddad in terms of their family composition

and history, houses and the different milieus they occupy.

The chapter will show how a deterministic interpretation of the material character of
a house as epiphenomenal of the social character, the ‘traditional’ and ‘modern’
outlooks of its inhabitants is a superficially apparent means by which to analyse and
compare bayts. Indeed, it was on the basis of such distinctions that my move from
bayt Ouward to bayt Abud-Haddad was sanctioned. Yet, as alluded to above, the
chapter will also show the contradictions, limitations and ironies inherent in such an
approach. For, it is the clarity provided by the half-light that reveals the subtle veins
of the bayss, their pulsating changeability and heterogeneity and all the contradictions,

resemblances and ironies that that entails.

Jaramana

Jaramana is four kilometres southeast of Damascus (Jaramana Council 2000), located
along the highway between the capital and Damascus International Airport. With
approximately 200,000 inhabitants (Hoshan 2009),36 Jaramana has one of the highest
population densities in the country: 15,000 inhabitants per km® (Fahmi and Jaeger
2009).”

“

Figure 3.1: Damascus (grey) and Jaramana (black), Fahmi and Jaeger (2009)

% Population statistics and other demographic indicators are estimations and vary. The main reason
for this variation is the recent influx of Iraqi refugees most of whom are not officially registered.
Furthermore, Syrian citizens may be primary residents in other places (for example, the village of their
origin) than the ones they reside. The Central Bureau of Statistics of the Syrian Arab Republic
estimated 114,363 inhabitants in Jaramana in 2006 (Central Bureau of Statistics, SAR, 2009). Informal
population estimates put the number as high as 400,000 residents.

¥ Indicative: the average population density in the country is 96 inhabitants per km?; Damascus has
the highest population density with 13,152 inhabitants per km? (Central Bureau of Statistics, SAR,
2009).
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Historically a Druze village, the social fabric of contemporary Jaramana includes a
majority Druze population,” as well as Syrian Christians and Muslims, and Iraqi and
Palestinian refugees. It is estimated that half of its residents are Iraqi refugees
(Hoshan 2009, Harding 2009).” Because of this swift change in population, Jaramana
has been portrayed as the ‘refugee city’ (Fahmi and Jaeger 2009; UNRWA 2010) or
‘Damascus’ own Little Iraq’ (Harding 2009:1).

The ‘unruly’ description of Jaramana's development (Harding 2009:1) over the past
decade is not unfounded. However, the Jaramana I experienced is very different
from the written portraits of Jaramana. While Iraqi presence in certain parts and
neighbourhoods of Jaramana can be described as overwhelming, there are parts of
Jaramana, for example its historical centre, that are inhabited almost exclusively by
members of the Druze community. Both bay? Ouward and bayt Abud-Haddad live
within the vicinity of the historical centre of Jaramana, and the physical as much as
the social worlds that these two families exhibit, and many other Druze families, do
not map neatly onto Jaramana’s other inhabitants. In most cases, the Druze
community of Jaramana at the time of fieldwork, occupied different spatial and social
milieus from Jaramana’s Christians, Muslims, Iragis and Palestinians. Although
interaction between Druze inhabitants and ‘others’ existed, it was rather limited while
physical and social spaces were segregated. Thus, the Jaramana I explore is the
Jaramana that I was able to navigate through the two Druze families and their social
networks, and is enclosed within the limits of the Druze community. With them and
together I met the Jaramana of their families, extended in time and space, of their
relatives, neighbours, friends, and businesses. Having the anthropological
predicament I observed and participated in their lives and it is through them, their
relations and the relations I built with them that I was acquainted with a different city

and a different social and physical landscape than that of media portrayals. The

% Generally, the Druze population is estimated to be a million world wide, of which 420,000 in Syria,
390,000 in Lebanon, 75,000 in Palestine, 15,000 in Jordan and 80,000 in the rest of the world
including North and Latin America, Australia, West Africa and Europe (Makarem 2007). In Syria, the
majority of Druze population resides in the municipality of Sweida in Jabal al-Arab.

% Syria, due to its proximity, entry requirements and favourable socio-political environment, is the
largest recipient of refugees from Iraq. Syria’s Deputy Foreign Minister during that time, Dr. Faisal al-
Miqdad, citing 2007 UNCHR estimates, notes that Iraqi refugees in Syria currently exceed 1.2 million
out of a total population of 18 million (al-Migdad 2008: 19).
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Jaramana I know is different to that of my informants, but also different to Jaramana

as a refugee city.

Figure 3.2: Spatial composition of ethnic residence in Jaramana, ‘Syrian majority’ correlates to the physical and social
space of my fieldwork and it is an overwhelmingly Druze magority. Fabmi and Jaeger (2009)

Jaramana in History

There are two studies focusing on Jaramana, one published in Arabic by Jaramana
Council in 2000, and an online publication concerned with Iraqi refugees and urban
planning in Jaramana by Fahmi and Jaeger (2009). Jaramana Council states that
Jaramana is as old and as continually inhabited as Damascus, but does not provide
specific historical references as to when the village was established as Druze. Fahmi
and Jaeger (2009: 21) on the other hand, do not provide a date but estimate the
development of Jaramana as a Druze village in the late 19" century. Historical
resources complicate matters further since mention of Jaramana occurs only in
passing, as a Druze agricultural village in the vicinity of Damascus’ agricultural
provinces, the fertile plains of al-Ghuta (Batatu 1999: 14; Abu Chakra 2005: 175;
Betts 1988). However, there is ample evidence that if not Jaramana, Druze villages
surrounding Damascus existed since the start of the Druze Call (da‘wa) in 11"
century: ‘together with Jabal al-Ala, the Acre plain and Damascus (with its environs),

Wadi al-Taym is regarded as the Druze community’s oldest centre’ (Abu Chakra
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2005: 172), and Betts (1988: 70) mentions that by the time of Crusades in Syria,
Druze communities were present in the Ghuta region of Damascus. Firro, who is the
most important historian of the Druze in the English language, cites the Ghuta
within the first five oldest Druze settlements, but he mentions that the village of

Jaramana was established after 1860 (Firro 1992: 34) (see Figure 3.6 and 3.7)."
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Figure 3.3: (left) ‘Main districts of Druze settlement before the migration to Hawran’ (Firro 1992: 35)
Figure 3.4: (right) ‘Druze settlement in Syria, Lebanon and Palestine.” (Firro 1992: 30)
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Figure 3.5: “The Druze villages in Mt. Lebanon, Wadi al-Taym, 1qlim al-Billan and al-Ghuta.” (Firro 1992: 41)

% Both Abu Chakra (2005) and Firro (1992) derive their information from the Druze chronicler
Ashrafani who lived in the first half of the 17% century and his manuscript includes the history of
Druze settlements during the period of the da‘wa — see Firro 1992: 33—34; Muhammad al-Ashrafani,
Umdat al-‘arifin fi gisas al-nabiyyin wal-nmam al-salifin (manuscript).
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Most of my informants in Jaramana supported the view of the Council (2000)
regarding Jaramana’s ancient and Aramaic past, while they also argued that the Druze
had settled the village since the start of the du‘wa. However, based on family
genealogies and oral histories collected during fieldwork, a lot of Jaramana’s
inhabitants arrived in the village at the start of the 20" century, while some of the
oldest families in Jaramana, those considered @h/ al-Jaramana (such as bayt Abud-
Haddad, introduced in the following section) could trace their genealogies and
residence in Jaramana up to 200 years ago. Although more research is necessary, for
the purposes of this thesis it is safe to assume that while Druze settlements around
Damascus date among the first of the religious community, Jaramana must have
become a Druze village some 150-200 years ago. The Figures below summarise the

population and spatial changes in Jaramana since 1940 (Fahmi and Jaeger 2009).

Figure 3.6: Historical expansion of Jaramana from a village fo an nrban suburb, 1941—2009 (Fahmi and Jaeger
2009).

Based on data from Fahmi and Jaeger (2009), in 1940 the population of Jaramana
was 1,800 people, in 1960 it was 5,000, in 1982 it was 65,000, in 1999 it was 70,000,
and in 2004 it was 114,000 (Fahmi and Jaeger 2009: 21-25). The authors note that

the rural-to-urban population drift caused internal migration to larger urban centres
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and Druze immigrants from villages came to Jaramana. In the 1980s the authors note
that there was an increased influx of Christians and other Syrians into Jaramana due
to its location, cheap real estate and processes of gentrification that were taking place

in the OId City of Damascus.

Jaramana — A Druze geography

Geographically, Jaramana borders with Jaramana Refugee Camp to the north, a
Palestinian refugee camp of more than 18,500 inhabitants established in 1967
(UNRWA 2010). The eastern side of Jaramana borders the village of Mleha and is
comprised of large and small farms, most of which engage with small-scale
agriculture and some with animal husbandry (chickens, a few sheep and milking
cattle). In this vicinity there are also a few factories producing oil, soap, juice, paints,
bricks and other goods. The development of industry in Jaramana, as overall in Syria,
started in the 1970s and was marked by a shift from a largely agricultural village
(producing fruits, vegetables, walnuts, wheat and wood) to that of an urban suburb.
Economic activities in contemporary Jaramana include a wide variety of shops with
consumer goods, farmlands converted to apartment buildings to fulfil the needs of
the ever-increasing population, and entertainment venues such as open-air

restaurants and play grounds (called monbtada).

Furthermore, social networks, developed through varying degrees of intimate
communal and family relations, transform Jaramana from a space to a socially
constructed place (Harvey 2009; Rabo 2005). These relations of intimacy figure on to
the social as well as the physical landscape of Jaramana through material and
immaterial markers, traces that underline a social geography through history and
social relations. For example, different neighbourhoods in Jaramana may be
associated with different families, periods of Druze migration, as well as the places
from where migrants arrived (i.e. Sweida, Jabal al-Ala, Lebanon). Also, different
nationalities and different religions usually reside in different geographic locations.
Furthermore, the social geography of Jaramana contains elements of social
stratification in terms of social status and class: the religious centre of Jaramana is
associated with the oldest, politically and religiously important families, certain streets
and new developments are associated with professional middle classes, and some

areas, particularly where refugees reside, are associated with the urban poor. In the
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remainder of this section the most important geo-political landscape markers in

Jaramana are outlined.
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Figure 3.7: Map of Jaramana with significant social, religious and political markers

Running parallel to the airport highway, Sharia al-Alam diametrically cuts through the
city. Meaning ‘street of the world’ this is the main high street of Jaramana — its name
rather well suited since it is the central and the busiest street of Jaramana. A dual
carriageway, it runs through the commercial centre of the city, and is the main
connecting road between Jaramana and Damascus. Sharia al-Alam is filled with
shops: from car services, to restaurants, telecommunications and electronics to food
and clothes shops. Residents of Jaramana often compare sharia al-soyouf Alam to
souq al-Hamidiya — the renowned covered market (soxg) in Damascus city. Residential

quarters occupy both sides of the main street and extend in both directions.

Sharia al-Alam starts at the northern boundary between Jaramana and Jaramana
Refugee Camp. Sharia al-Alamhas three squates, the first of which is saf1at al-rayes
(president’s square). The area between the Jaramana arch and saflat al-rayes is the area
most densely populated by Iraqi refugees and one of the cheapest areas in Jaramana.
Further down the high street, on the east is safiat al-rawda, a squatre in which many
restaurants and cafes have been recently built. Almost at the same level but on the
west of sharia al-Alamis the junction of Baladiya, the street that houses the
administrative governmental offices of Jaramana, three private banks, and new

planned housing apartments.
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Further south along shatia al-Alamis saflat al-Khudr. This squate is very small, deplete
of markers, and surrounded by two falafel, one ice cream and several clothes shops.
This inconspicuous square marks the historical and religious centre of Jaramana and
is also the area where a number of the oldest and most important families in
Jaramana reside. The square on the western side of sharia al-Alam leads to sharia al-
Khudr, where the Druze shrine (wzjlis) of al-Khudr is located at the ground level
floor of an apartment building. Al-Khudr is the Arabic name for Saint George, who
the Druze consider a ‘holy man’ (cf. Khuri 2004). The milis is not always open,
depending on the schedule of its care-taker, but it is always open on a Thursday, the
‘holy’ day of the Druze when the religious initiated (‘#gqal) go there to ‘read.” The
shrine is open to Druze and non-Druze, women and men. Many a passer-by stop at
the front and kiss the iron green door, drink water from a tap on the outside, or light
a candle. During my second fieldwork visit in 2010, a much larger religious temple

was being built some ten metres from the original zzjlis.

The last marker on sharia al-Alamis safat al-soyouf (squate of the swords), built in the
1990s to commemorate those fallen in the battles of Syrian independence against the
French colonial mandate (1921-1943). This is an imposing statue of four swords
touching each other and forming a shield, under which a woman with a child along
with a man wearing the traditional Druze trousers (shzmwal) and a soldier stand. In
religious terms this area is also of importance as between it and sharia al-Khudr lie
the female and male places of ritual mourning (mawqaf, see chapter 4). Finally, on the

southern-most boundary of Jaramana is the Druze cemetery (called #urbeh or marbara).

Two houses in Jaramana

Imprinted in my field notes and memories, day and night, my remembered Jaramana
is bursting. It is always busy, jammed with the traffic of cars and people. Chaotic in
its constant movement and urban development somehow it retains the feeling of
enclosure — an almost mystical relation between its crowded commercial streets and
the small neighbourhoods and seemingly hidden old Arabic houses that spring
beside. These constant movements of people, news, and goods render Jaramana in a
state of constant regeneration, a constant juxtaposition of images, not always
complementary, and always in a constant state of flux. Most of all, however,

Jaramana is the place of the two Druze families that I lived with, and through whom
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my intimacy with Syrian life and culture began, and in which it is based. And so my
memorties are tainted with the smell of cardamon in Arabic coffee and the taste of
sweet tea, with the warmth of Umm Samit’s smile and the shelter of Umm Nidal’s
embrace, with communal activities such as cooking, cleaning and drinking mate, and

with evenings of dancing dabkeh with the shabab (guys, friends).

I owe much to my two mothers in Jaramana, Umm Samir of b2y Abud-Haddad and
Umm Nidal of bayr Ouward, who welcomed me into their house and who eventually
adopted me into their homes, families and stories and who made me an honorary
‘Catholic’ Druze. These women and their respective households share certain
similarities and differences. Both are Druze, live in close proximity to one another,
both introduced me to strangers as their daughter, and both of these women were
the first people to understand, and translate, my broken Arabic at the start of
fieldwork. However, bayr Abud-Haddad is perceived as more religious and more
traditional than bay? Ouward, and indeed my movement into bay? Abud-Haddad was
sanctioned on these terms: Umm Nidal arguing it would be better for my research to

stay with this ‘traditional’ Druze family.

The two families occupy quite different social networks within and outside of
Jaramana: members of bay? Ouward are involved in a number of associations,
political and intellectual circles inside as much as outside of Jaramana and the Druze
community, while bay? Abud-Haddad almost exclusively interact within the Druze
community of Jaramana. Before the anthropologist arrived, the two families did not
have social relations although they knew of one another. Interestingly, ‘sharing an
anthropologist’ between them, meant that increasingly the two families met more
often and invited each other into their houses for official meals, at the beginning, and
less formal gatherings as they got to know each other better. I still remember the first
time I visited bayr Abud-Haddad with Umm Nidal: we were received in the formal
living room, both Umm Nidal and Umm Samir were very reserved, Umm Nidal was
making what appeared to me as unreasonable requests regarding my living
arrangements (i.e. bringing down one of the walls of the more than a hundred years
old house in order to build a small kitchen for my own use!), while during the second
visit when we were invited to sit in the family’s living room Umm Nidal requested a

chair — there were only cushions on the floor. The initial meetings were filled with
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different kinds of embodiments regarding perceptions of status and class, between
the two families. Although bayr Abud-Haddad is not in strictly Marxist terms working
class, because they do not sell their labour in return for wages, their manual
occupation and religious background are in stark contrast to the secular, leftist and
intellectual background of bay? Ouward, which is certainly middle class in terms of
both occupation and social networks. Moreover, visual differences between the two
households were overwhelming: one household lived in a traditional courtyard
house, the other in an apartment flat; in one there were beds, sofas, chairs and
tables, in the other there were cushions and mattresses on the floor; one family was
secular, the other religious; in one house there was alcohol and cigarettes, in the

other house there was no alcohol and smoking in front of elders was forbidden.

But perhaps there is more than meets the eye. Besides, in the relational framework
where becoming is a constant process, and where absolute definitions are unsettled,
Le. in a framework such as that of Jaramana, emblems of modernity and tradition
may hide more than what they explain. Tradition and modernity are hugely contested
terms within the discipline of anthropology,” not only because these crude
classifications more often than not perpetuated a hierarchically divided world, but
also because when uncritically used they obscure and deform the complex and
interrelated processes that everyday life entails. The persistence of this problematic
dichotomy, however, underlines, among others, certain visualist biases. In the
sections that follow, I am using these visualist biases through the examples of houses
as consciously crude metaphors for tradition and modernity, ‘inwardness’ and
‘outwardness,” in order to trace their merits, expose their limits, and reflect on the
ironies emerging from the use of ‘traditional’ and ‘modern’ inside and outside of

Jaramana.

Bayt Abud-Haddad

The Fanrily

Bayt Abud-Haddad is one of the oldest and most religiously significant families of

Jaramana, a family that has, and continues to provide many religious shaykbs and

! For example, see Geertz (1963); Latour (1993 [1991]); Rabinow (1989); Miller (1994); Sahlins
(1999).
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members of the ‘uggal/ (initiated, see chapter 2). Bayr Abud-Haddad is widely
considered ‘@h/ al-Jaramana (people or natives of Jaramana), which means that the
family and the locals trace their genealogical origins (25/) from Jaramana. However,
genealogies and origins are relational classifications, socially constructed and varying
according to context and in relation to other frames of reference. For example,
members of bay? Abud-Haddad date their family’s arrival in Jaramana to about —
150—-200 years ago, which based on the available historical record roughly correlates
to the Druze settlement of Jaramana. The family traces its Druze origins to the first
ancestor convert to the Druze doctrine from Tunisia in the 11" Century. Without
chronological specificity, the ancestors were persecuted in Tunisia and migrated to
Syria, to Jabal al-Ala near Aleppo. A great-grandfather of bay? Abud-Ouward moved

to Jaramana approximately 150 to 200 years ago.

The family has an interesting ‘weapons of the weak’ story regarding the origins of
their double-barrelled name. The household’s members’ registered name is Haddad,
however the family is known in Jaramana as Abud-Haddad. This is because
sometime either in the late Ottoman Empire or during the French Mandate, the state
enforced conscription to all eligible males, except for males that were the only sons,
and thus considered as ‘heads’ and providers within a family. At the time the family
had three eligible sons and in order to avoid the army one registered the family name
with the authorities (Haddad), the other son registered his mother’s family name
(Abud) and the third son was registered with a completely new name. Thus, none of

the three sons were conscripted to the army.

Abu Samir, or Ali, the father of the family, is the son of Hussein Haddad and his
second wife Nadira Latif. Hussein had one son and four daughters from his first
wedding, and when his first wife died he remarried Nadira and had a son (Ali) and a
daughter. However, Hussein died five years after his second marriage, and Nadira,
who never married again, looked after her children and Hussein’s four other
daughters. Hussein’s eldest son from his first marriage, Hassan, attempted to inherit
most of his father’s inheritance for himself, taking advantage of the Muslim Shari’a
Law that was implemented in Damascus and its environs. Nadira, however, did not
allow that to happen. She took advantage of the Druze Codes for inheritance (that

provide equal rights to siblings for inheritance) and fought a legal battle with Hassan

90



through the religious courts in Sweida. Nadira won and protected the rights not only
of her two children but also of the four daughters of her late husband’s first wedding.
Hassan broke ties with the family, and Nadira nurtured all remaining six children
until they were married. Nadira’s story is a very important story within the family and

the village. Up to this day, Ali and his half-sisters are very close.

Umm Samir, Amal, is a distant matrilineal cousin of Abu Samir (mother’s brother’s
daughter). Amal’s mother died when she was 11 years old, leaving behind nine
children. Amal’s father remarried a year later, and Amal and her siblings passed some
difficult years after that marriage. Amal was forced to quit secondary education and
enrol in seamstress classes. By age fourteen, Amal was looking after the household,
her younger siblings, and earning an income. At this time she fell in love with Ali and
they got married. Just before his marriage, Ali used to work as a small-scale farmer,
first tending a small parcel of family land and then selling this in the 1970s to buy a
smaller piece of land on the eastern side of Jaramana, in order to advance his
business (intensify production) and be able to afford to pay the mabr (bride-price, see
chapter 5) for his marriage (for a more intimate account of the history and daily life
of Ali and Amal, and bay? Abud-Haddad, see Kastrinou 2010). Umm Samir, apart
from being one of the most welcoming and loving people I have ever met, is one of
the wittiest women that I know, with an inexhaustible stream of jokes and caustic
(but never sarcastic or cynical) humour. I have never seen her angry or losing her
temper (even when there are more than ten grandchildren of varying ages and
demands running between her legs, crying, eating, jumping off the windows). She is
in her early 50s, mother of ten, grandmother of fifteen (at the time of writing), a
woman of small rounded stature, just rounded enough to smooth out the edges, to
accompany her warm and comforting personality. A testament to a life of physical
hardship, Umm Samir’s hands are rough and dry, her legs swollen with the visible

evidence of a vascular illness — both conveying the story of a hard-working life.

Umm and Abu Samir have ten children, aged between 15 to 35.* During the time of
my prolonged fieldwork stay six of their children were married and resided at
different houses with their spouses and children, and four were living at the house:

Nadira (15), Mwataz (17), Jihad (19) and Tariq (23). Tariq is the first offspring from

2 All ages are current to 2009, when fieldwork was carried out.
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the family to go to the University, he is also a talented painter and sculptor. Tariq’s
existential explorations and his anthropological curiosity provided me a significant
gateway to his house, inasmuch as his ‘community’ and ‘culture’ (and I suspect that
his curiosity regarding the foreign anthropologist was precisely what led me into his
house, a house that never before had ‘rented’” a room, and in which no ‘foreigners’
had stayed). He is an invaluable interlocutor, a dear friend and a brother. The oldest
daughter of the family had successfully passed the University exams but never
enrolled into a degree; she got married during the same year. The other four sons of
the family are self-employed in manual jobs. Of the siblings, two sons and four
daughters have been married, most of them within the extended family (see kinship

diagram below), and the daughters work at home.
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Figure 3.8: Bayt Abud-Haddad lineage diagram

In bayt Abud-Haddad, rarely a day would go by when some of the sons, daughters,
in-laws and grandchildren would not visit the house.” On such occasions, the
daughters or daughters-in-law and their children would spend the whole day in the
house, taking care of the children, of house errands, and of the food that would be
communally prepared for the evening meal when all of the family would come

together. Less often, Abu Samir would take Umm Samir in his work van in the

*# Residence in Jaramana follows the patterns of patrilocality as the extention of socio-economic
relations more than as in actual geographic proximity; although families do prefer to live in close
proximity to their extended families. Upon marriage the groom and his family are expected to provide
the house for the new-wed couple. In the past, this could have meant accommodation of the new
bride within the family quarters of the groom’s father’s house. The Arabic house, with its numerous
separate rooms surrounding an internal garden, provided adequate facilities for the accommodation of
more than one nuclear family. However, as Umm Samir noted: ‘Arabic houses were not made for just
one family. But, now, everybody wants to live in their own apartment...’

92



morning and drive her to the house of a daughter or a daughter-in-law, where she
would stay the day. During summertime, Umm Samir would wake up at five o’ clock,
sweep and mop inside and outside spaces, water the plants, and by six or seven Abu
Samir and other household members would wake up and after a short breakfast
comprised of magdous, olives, yogurt and zater, would go to the farmland that the
family owns, at the edge of Jaramana, to tend the land, picking apricots and walnuts.
On Fridays, however, Umm Samir made sure to stay at home because the milkman
would bring twenty kilograms of fresh cow’s milk from which Umm Samir made

yogurt and cheese.

The house

Circa the turn of the 20" century a house (bay?) is* built in Jaramana, not atypical of
houses in the greater vicinity of the village. The house forms a rectangular shape
imprinted upon an open space, and is made out of typical Damascene construction
material: mud-brick supported by wooden beams.”> The rectangular construction

comprises of four, almost square, spacious rooms adjacent to one another.

Figure 3.9: The house at the beginning of the 20" Century. Drawing by Tariqg Abud-Haddad, 2009.

“ The description is presented in ethnographic present tense.

* Houses were constructed on the basis of both (a) availability of construction material in the greater
geographic area, and (b) resources of the household (Hourani 2005: 126—127). For example, regional
construction material for Damascus included wattle and daub, mud-brick and wood, for Aleppo grey
stone, for Sweida basaltic black stone, and for Ragqa mud and hay.
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The rooms of the house are (in order from the bottom of the photograph): bayt al-
sheta, a kitchen/family room; ¢a ‘a, a reception/guest room; swan, a north-facing, open

reception room (it has only three walls); and, finally, another ga ‘.

The house is readily accessible to the passer-by as its form and doors are visible; it is
‘open’ in the sense that it is not surrounded by a wall or a gate; such architecture is
typical to what is generally referred to as a ‘village house’ in Syria, opposed to an
Arabic or ‘city house’ (see Hourani 2005: 126, Tergeman 1994: xvi—xvii, 16, 31).
Entry to the house is possible either through the open space of the zwan, which
interconnects the two reception areas (¢a ‘@) with doors; or through bayt al-sheta which
has a separate door facilitating access from the outside, not interconnected through

any other gateways to the rest of the rooms.

Figure 3.10: Bayt al-sheta. Photograph by anthor, 2009.

Bayt al-sheta is a literal description of the function of this space: meaning the house of
winter, it becomes the most comfortable room during wintertime for household
members to live in, warmth is provided by a wood-burning fire. Maybe as a
euphemism, this room delineates a spatial difference in terms of social boundaries of
intimacy: it is the family space, and as such it may appear as ‘cold’ or ‘impermeable’
for ‘outsiders’ as only household members or very close relatives and neighbours may

enter it. Furthermore, the house of winter can both literally as well as figuratively be
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conceptualised as a ‘house’ on its own, as in its name, a stand-alone entity.
Subdivided with a wall into two unequal parts, this room combines being a family
sitting room in the larger space, along with being the centre of food preparation by
having a small kitchen and storage area in the smaller part. Members of the
household use this room as their somewhat more intimate zone or private family
space. During the night, the women of the household along with young children

sleep here. Also, this is the room associated with food preparation and giving birth.*®
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Figure 3.11: The qa‘a, internal ground elevation is called ‘ataba (threshold), see Weber 2009: 236. Drawing by Tariq
Abnd-Haddad.
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Figure 3.12: The iwan. Photograph by anthor, 2009.

* Umm Samir proudly recounted how she gave birth to all her ten children in bay? al-sheta.
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Together, the three spaces of the zwan and the two ¢a‘as (double plural: ga ‘atein;
plural: ga‘ataf) form a cluster of rooms dedicated to the reception of guests and
visitors. Since entry to these three rooms is different from bayt al-sheta, a spatial
distinction is embodied in the housing arrangements through the structural
manifestation of two separate quarters, one of them specifically designed for the
exclusive use of household members (bayt al-sheta), while the other (qa‘as and iwan)
for the accommodation and entertainment of persons with varying degrees of

connectedness to household members.

The #wan generally refers to an area, usually an entrance to the ga‘z with a ‘Tlarge
circular arch which had spread westwards from Iran’ (Hourani 2005: 126). In the case
of this house, it refers to the large space between the two ¢a ‘as, which resemble a
room without one of its walls. The zwan functions as a cool guest or family sitting
room during the hot summer months by combining the provision of shade and
breeze through air circulation during the hot summer months. Its floor is mosaic

with beautiful inlaid Damascene geometric patterns.

The word ¢ga‘a literally means ‘room or chamber’ but is used to designate the main
reception room of the house (which, in different areas of Syria and the Arab Middle
East, can also be called majlis, see Hourani 2005: 126). The two ¢a‘as are spacious
rooms fitted with low cushions (made of hay or rugs), abutting two or more walls,
thus forming an imaginary circle or semi-circle of sitting space on which guests and
hosts are accommodated. The floors are dressed with carpets (either bought from the
city market or from Jabal Al-Arab*” which has a long tradition in woollen carpet
manufacture). The walls have integral cavities that act as shelves for the display of
objects (such as guns or coffee pots, and later photographs) or as storage spaces for
pillows and mattresses. Walls and surfaces are decorated with textiles: hangings, rugs
and carpets. Hourani (2005: 127) notes the important and pervasive role that textiles
played in Arabic houses. Low, soft furnishing, textiles, the minimal use of furniture,
make these rooms not only welcoming but also very factile, an almost kinaesthetic
experience of entering and being-in-the-house. Thus, visiting and being a guest is not
only about entering into certain prescriptive relations of power and patronage, but an

almost phenomenological state, a state of host-ness and guest-ness.

7 Also known as Jabal al-Hawran and Jabal al-Druz, in the southwest of Syria.
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The reception of guests, and the social relations that are formed, maintained and
reciprocated, are practices of daily activity, practices that hold significant social,
political and economic value. As such, social visits reproduce forms and ways of
relating, belonging, and being. The architecture of Druze houses embodies this
relational social practice in a way that, as Piot observes for Kabre houses: it is not the
‘real’ practices that derive from an ‘ideal’ model but rather the ‘ideal” which derives
from reality (Piot 1999: 127). Having guests (doyitf) is not only symbolic of power
(Khuri 2004: 141), solidarity and generosity (Khalaf 1981: 57), but an embodied
relation, and it is estimated that eighty percent of a Druze house is dedicated to
guestrooms. The space of the reception of guests varies widely across the socio-
economic spectrum, in that the number, decoration and size of ga‘@ rooms
corresponds positively with both wealth and respectability of its owner. On the
higher end of the social hierarchy, the shaykh (religious leader) or the mukhtar
(political and economic leader) of a village has a separate house for the
accommodation of guests. This guesthouse is called madafa,” and through its visibility
(Gilsenan 1996) it is a distinguishing trace of power (Khuri 2004: 141): ‘under its
[madafa’s| arches coffee beans were roasted and pounded, clients earned and symbolic
capital accumulated’ (Khalaf 1981: 128). Khuri (2004: 142) notes that ‘in Jabal al-
Arab today, the first room to be built and furnished in a new house is the madafa, and

the primary supplies are coffee and coffee pots.’

One can argue, and certainly my Syrian interlocutors did, that a ¢a ‘@ or a madafa is not
considered as such in the absence of coffee and the ritualised exchange of coffee
making, serving and drinking. Coffee pots, coffee beans, a metal base with coal for a
small fire and two small coffee cups are necessary accessories for the ¢a ‘@, as guests,
sometimes even before they physically enter the house, are welcomed with bitter
Arabic coffee (qabwa murrah). Below is an excerpt from the diary of a nationalist
revolutionary, Rustum Haydar, regarding his reception in Jabal al-Arab, during his

journey to join the forces of King Feisal from Damascus to Transjordan in 1918:

When a guest arrives in a village to stay in the guest-house |[...] it is not
customary among the Druze to start conversing with travellers before

* Weber (2009: 237) states that the word madafa is of a recent origin as the term does not appear in
Ottoman sources; in the cities of Bilad al-Sham the term manzul/ would be used instead. Other

multifunctional and prominent rooms in the house would be the ¢@ ‘z and the murabba’ (Weber 2009:
230).
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they have rested awhile. The master of the house remains standing [all of
the time] to show respect for the guest and to carry out the duties of
hospitality (a/-gira); he moves in and out, welcoming the guests every time
he re-enters, saying, Ablan wa sablan. This welcome is repeated many
times... The coffee is offered [using] one cup or two, or ... [at most]
three, the same cup touching the lips of ten or twenty people without
being washed... (Haydar in Salibi 2006: 131)

The repeated ahlan wa sablan (welcome) to the guests is a common stereotype of
the Druze throughout Syria, since even though the process of welcoming is
ritualised and expanded in time in all social occasions and groups, only the Druze

repeat it throughout the duration of a visit.

As Khuri notes, ‘nothing surpasses the ritual of serving coffee in complexity and
symbolism’ (Khuri 2004: 142). In practice, the ritual serving and drinking of
coffee is the processual performance of the social bonds of exchange between
host and guest, negotiating through interchanging expressions of honour, respect
and gratitude the roles of giving and receiving (i.e. receiving coffee and giving
honour, or giving hospitality and taking prestige), whilst the actual consumption
of coffee through a single shared cup is a metaphor for consuming hospitality

and solidarity, a direct and powerful embodiment of the relation.

Finally, the first ga‘a is also the place where the male members of the household

sleep.

Fifty years later, and the house of Abud-Haddad has changed. The structure of the

main four rooms (bayt al-sheta, first qa‘a, iwan, and second ¢a ‘a) remains the same but

the exterior of the house has expanded to occupy an almost square courtyard in front

of it. There are walls surrounding the house and its courtyard, while a distinct entry

point, a gate, to the house quarters has been built.

98



Figure 3.13: Drawing of the three phases in the development of bayt Abud-Haddad. Drawing by Tariq Abud-
Haddad, 2009.

A small irrigation canal runs across the southern side of the house; there is a small,
wooden, man-made bridge across the irrigation canal that is the gateway into the
household quarters. Upon entering the house through this gate, a household member
or a visitor, is greeted by a fountain of water occupying the centre of the courtyard.
On his/her right side stands the old house. Behind the fountain, on the northern-
most side of the house’s walls, the visitor is greeted by a colourful flower garden with
roses, geraniums, ferns, jasmine and a few orange and lemon trees. Then, s/he may
notice the scattered evidence of household activities and subsistence, clockwise from
bayt al-sheta: the external cooking space on the right of the entrance; the scattered
farming tools and instruments on the left of the entrance; a recently built private
restroom; the Zamir, an oven for making thin Arabic bread, composed of a domed
metallic surface with a coal fire located under it;49 between the faniir and the fountain
in the centre, there is a ba'ar, a millstone for wheat; and in the corner between the
tantir and the flower garden, there is a stable for the household’s animals: a horse for

transportation, a cow for milk, and a few sheep for household or local consumption

“ Bread making was a gendered household activity performed by female members; every household
had facilities for making bread, while it was considered ‘@yb (shameful) to purchase bread already
made. For the significance of bread as a staple, see Hourani (2005: 127).
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during special occasions, such as when prestigious visitors would arrive, and during

religious or social celebrations.”

Figure 3.14: Ground plan of bayt Abud-Haddad. Drawing by Tariq Abud-Haddad, 2009.

Winter of 2003: the household members watch television in the living room, located
on the left of the main entrance to the house quarters, furnished with cushions
abutting the three walls (the forth is saved for the television), a thick reddish carpet,
and an old wb@uﬂ in the middle of the room. The position of the entrance is the
same as in 1950 (described above), the irrigation canal does not exist anymore, and
much has changed in bayr Abud-Haddad. The house has been changing radically
since the 1980s.

The structure of the oldest part of the house (bayt al-sheta, ga‘a, iwan and second ga ‘a)
has remained the same, but bayt al-sheta is no longer in use (its floor removed, it
functions as a shed for old and out-of-use things, construction material, etc.), and the

second ¢d ‘e now functions as a walk-in closet and storage for long-life foodstuff (big

0 A note on diet: diet, varied along socio-economic strata, comprised mainly of staple rise and bread,
and of fruit and vegetable; the consumption of meat was relatively rare. Also, see Hourani (2005: 127).
3t Wood-burning stove used for warmth during winter. More recent stoves burn petroil, or heating oil
(mazoni), which is subsidised from the state.
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jars of olives, olive oil, pickles and marmalade jars, jars of wagdous™). Two large
rooms stand where the flower garden used to be. The room on the left is used by the
household offspring for sleeping and studying. The room on the right used to be the
private room for their grandmother, it has remained empty since her death, a couple
of years ago, but now it is being prepared to accommodate the first-born son of the
household and his soon-to-be bride. They will live in this room temporarily until
their own apartment house is built on the household’s owned farmland at the edge of
the city. The two rooms were built between 1975 and 1982, and their first residents

were displaced Druze refugees from the Golan Heights.

The animal stable has been substituted with a very large ‘salon,” the most formal
reception room of the house, and is furnished with sofas, tables and chairs. However,
this room is sparingly used, only on the rare occasion that a shaykh, a visiting group
of shaykhs, or a very prestigious guest arrives. Shoes and less-used household

equipment (like an electric vacuum cleaner) find their way into this room.

Next to the salon, in the space that the faniir used to occupy, a family/living room
has been built. The room has two entrances, one open to the courtyard at the centre
of the house complex, the other opening to a small hallway. The hallway contains a
sink, and connects the living room to the restroom (which stands in the same place
as the 1950s version but has been rebuilt and includes a bath tub) and to the kitchen.
The living room contains cavities in the wall that function as wardrobes, the floor is
decorated with a thick blue carpet, and abutting three walls, cushions and pillows on

the floor provide seating.

The floors of the hallway, restroom and kitchen are tiled. The kitchen is spacious,
containing a fridge, a gas oven/stove, melamine cupboards on the walls for storage,
and a large marble sink underneath a window that looks out to the neighbourhood
street. The kitchen communicates with a second living room (on the right) via a large,
sliding internal window: during eating times the large metallic §anzya (large metallic or
copper tray that food is served on, see Khalaf 1981: 57) passes through the window
from the kitchen to the living room and the family sits on the floor to eat around the

tray.

52 Magdous: baby aubergines stuffed with walnuts, garlic and pepper; they are preserved in oil and
usually served during breakfast.
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In the central courtyard, where the fountain used to exist, a mosaic with a central
Damascene geographic pattern is covering the earth. Pergolas with vines cover the
open internal area of the courtyard, providing shade and grapes in the summertime,
leaves for vine leaves stuffed with rice and meat (yzalanji) during the spring. Planters
with trees and flowers form an imaginary square around the central courtyard. Tiled,
slightly elevated verandas construct a liminal space between the newly built rooms of
the house and the internal open space of the yard. On the right of the entrance is a
concrete staircase that leads to the floor above. Concrete cones spur out in the open,
foundations for a future first floor. It is now, more than ever before, that bayt Abud-

Haddad resembles a #uditional Damascene house.

Figure 3.15: Inside the conrtyard house of bayt Abud-Haddad. Drawing by Tarig Abud-Haddad, 2009.
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Bayt Ouward

The Family

Bayt Ouward traces its origins from a certain tribe in Yemen. Based on the family’s
genealogical tree,” three ancestral brothers migrated around 1500 to Lebanon, and
settled in three different villages. Ouward was one of the brothers, and the head of
the extended lineage (bay?) and settled in Lebanon. The father of Abu Nidal, Karem,
migrated to Jaramana in the 1920s, and after three generations the family traces their
origins back to Lebanon. Karem married a woman from a village in the Chouf
Mountains, Lebanon, and had five children, born and raised in Jaramana, four
daughters and Farid. Farid Ouward, born in 1941, was the only male heir of bayt
Ouward. Farid inherited the family house, which is located along the main street that
runs through Jaramana, sharia al-Alam. His sisters live in close proximity to Farid’s

house.

Farid Ouward is married to his matrilineal cousin (mother’s sister’s daughter), Najwa,
and they have four children: Zahra, Hiba, Nidal and Karem. Najwa’s parents were
born in the village of Gharifeh in Lebanon, but migrated to Sweida, capital of the
Druze province in Jabal Al-Arab at the beginning of the 20" Century. Najwa’s father,
now in his 90s, lives in his grand European-styled mansion in Sweida, and proudly
recalls the days he was a General in Sultan Pasha Al-Atrash’s army during the Syrian
Independence Revolution (1925-1927) and how later after the WWII, he cooperated
with the British Forces to finally attain complete Independence from the French.
Najwa grew up with her five sisters and three brothers in Sweida, and moved to

Jaramana after her marriage with Farid Ouward.

Najwa was born in 1952, in the principal town of Jabal Al-Arab, Sweida. She received
primary education in Sweida and when she finished school she successfully passed
the national university examinations, into the Mathematics Department of Damascus
University. Her father and family, however, vetoed against young Najwa’s movement

to Damascus, and instead she enrolled in a local institute in Sweida to acquire

% The genealogical information for the two families was derived as oral histories and cross-checked
with different members of both families, usually with the fathers and/or elders from the patriline,
since lineage is derived patrilineally. Both families mentioned genealogical family trees dating centuries,
and although both families mentioned a book that contains such information, I have not seen it.
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teaching qualifications. Najwa explained to me, as we were looking through her black
and white photographs from the times of her teaching qualifications — photographs
of young Najwa with long hair and rather short skirts, that becoming a teacher was a
much more accepted occupational path for a young woman. However, her family
valued education and, like other well-off families of the late 1960s, also saw the
economic and social benefits of such a financial strategy in times of social change
and especially in times of radical reforms (see Khalaf 1981 for an example of
adaptive economic strategies regarding education; see Khuri 2004 regarding Druze
attitudes towards education). Najwa’s two brothers were both studying at university:
one for an engineering degree in Damascus and the other in Spain for medical
studies. The decision of Najwa’s family to ‘keep” her in Sweida may be a correlate of
both social as well as financial considerations, since supporting another family
member away from home could have drained the family budget. Under such light,
what may appear as a ‘traditional’ ‘gender inequality’ could be understood as a

pragmatic socio-economic move on behalf of Najwa’s family.
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Figure 3.16: Lineage diagram of Bayt Ouward

Prior to her marriage in 1973, Najwa had met Farid in a few family gatherings, had
heard about him, and admired his knowledge and political adventures. Farid had
studied history in the University of Cairo, between the years 1960-1968, during the
switl of Nasserism and its painful aftermath after the Six Day War in 1967. His leftist

inclinations led him to become involved in several intellectual and activist circles in
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Cairo, and although he was never a sworn Nasserite, he supported (and still does) the

broad ideological platform of Arab socialism (al-ishtirakiya al-‘arabiya).

However, Farid’s acquaintance with Arab socialism in Egypt, as well as his support
of the Lebanese Social Progressive Party headed by the Druze Kamal Jumblatt,
brought him at odds with the Syrian regime upon his return to Syria in 1969. At the
time, Syria was ruled by the radical Marxist faction of the Ba’th Party, headed by
Salah Jadid (1968-1970). Farid spent five months in the prison as a prisoner of
conscience. Upon his release the secret services (mokhdbard?) kept a close watch over
him. Farid worked as a high-school history teacher for several years, in rural
provinces of Syria; he believes that his postings to relatively secluded rural places
were not coincidental. During the early 1980s, however, a time of political turmoil in
Syria, Farid was made to ‘voluntarily’ retire from his teaching job, due to political
suspicions against him. It was during this time that Farid, along with his sisters and
their husbands, decided to start a family business and convert their house into the
form it has today. Prior to the establishment of the family business, Najwa worked as

a history schoolteacher in local schools in Jaramana.

In 1985, Farid suffered a life-threatening stroke, in the course of which he suffered
an internal brain haemorrhage and was operated upon. The operation was successful,
and after five months of hospitalisation, Farid was healthy again. However, because
he underwent brain surgery, Farid received a medical certification of ‘brain damage.’
With this certificate, the state authorities and secret services cannot arrest him, or so
Farid claims, on the basis of his political conviction: I am free to say whatever I
want, for, if I show them this paper they know that I’'m just mad and hence they
cannot arrest me!” I cannot be sure of the certificate, as I never saw it, but Farid
thoroughly enjoys occupying a risqué oppositional stance vis-a-vis the government in
Syria, which he constantly describes as a dictatorship. He routinely makes jokes
against the president and the lack of freedom in his country, whether he is with his
family, friends or in his business with customers. Apart from making jokes against
the regime, Farid also enjoys talking about philosophy, history and politics, as well as
listening to, especially, music and artists such as Sabah Fakhri, Feirouz, and
Asmahan. He is involved in a number of political and artistic organisations, and he is

a well-known patron and host of (usually politically risqué) musical gatherings.
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When Najwa got married to Farid, they moved into his house in Jaramana. Najwa,
who is a very beautiful woman, was very much in love with Farid, who was much
older than her: “We used to discuss everything... From our daily routine, to
philosophy and politics. Sometimes we’d converse until the early hours of the
morning. He taught me a lot, but he also wanted and heard my opinion... Apart
from the eleven years that separated us, we were truly equal.” As a married woman,
Najwa entered the University of Damascus and graduated from the History
Department. Before her graduation, Najwa had given birth to their first daughter,
Zahra.

Najwa had a miscarriage prior to the birth of Zahra, and when her daughter arrived
everyone in the family rejoiced upon the news of the healthy baby. “The family —
well, my auntie Yousra to be precise — were less happy for the birth of my sister,
Hiba,” said Zahra in a humorous tone in July 2009. ‘When Hiba was born I was
almost four years old, and my mother returned from the hospital with Hiba and a
doll for me. She said that my sister had brought this gift, and for many years I
believed that Hiba had been in the belly of our mother with the dolll” We: Zahra,
Najwa and I, were sitting in the living room with the air-conditioning on, sipping
Arabic coffee, laughing at the caustic humour of Zahra. Her humour alongside the
recollections from childhood that she and her mother were recreating, aimed to
alleviate the tensions of Zahra’s eminent departure. Zahra has been living in Europe
for the past eight years, currently completing a doctorate. Her younger sister, Hiba,
has joined Zahra in Europe, studying for two Master diplomas. Emigration is very
common in Syria: to Gulf, Europe, Americas, legally and illegally, for work and
studies. Yet, it is considered quite uncommon for females to pursue higher studies
outside Syria. Although Umm Nidal helped her daughters to get into higher
education and to travel outside of Syria, she is anxious about their marriage
prospects: ‘an over-qualified woman is difficult to find an equal husband in our
society... and the more they [her daughters] grow older the more difficult it
becomes.” Zahra has passed 30 years and her sister Hiba is approaching 30. And
Umm Nidal’s daughters are not visiting Syria very often: more than a year had passed
since Zahra’s previous visit. Now she has been in Syria for a week and she was due

to leave in an hour.
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“Yousra was happier when Nidal arrived... But I couldn’t understand how my
mother became Umm Nidal from Umm Zahra!” Keeping with Arabic traditions, the
Druze follow the prevalent Arabic cultural patterns in naming: the parents take the
name of their first-born son, and in his absence, the first born-daughter. Nidal is in
his late twenties, has studied business and technology, and is running an Internet café
with a friend. Umm Nidal had been trying to find him a bride during my stay there,
that is a bride other than the girl that Nidal was in love with — someone that by Umm
Nidal’s understanding was ‘uneducated’ and not equal to him. Thus, although Nidal
had remained in Syria, his marriage preferences also caused tensions within the

family.

On the day of her departure, Zahra’s humour was concentrated on Yousra, Farid’s
elder sister who lives in the same building. The two women had a verbal fight the day
before, and Yousra decided to go for an excursion at the holy places in Sahba so that
she would not be present at the time of Zahra’s departure. A bundle of pressures
surround Zahra’s presence in the house: the pressures of when and whether she will
return to Syria, the pressures of who is to blame for Zahra’s departure. In recreating
pleasant common memories with her mother, Zahra is not only evoking the ties that
bind a mother-daughter relation, but paints a picture of Yousra, as the eternal
common, for her and for Najwa, enemy. Zahra is remaking the story of childhood
from her current point of view, an attempt to reinforce the relationship with her

mothet.

The story continues, Zahra narrates how she used to play in the neighbourhood
always beyond her curfew, Najwa recalls that Zahra used to be galizab
(undisciplined). Najwa would punish by grounding or spanking her, but Zahra would
continue to disobey. Hiba was more fearful and would stay at home, standing by the
window making precautionary expressions to Zahra regarding how late or how angry
their mother was. Najwa nods her head in agreement, and prefers to look at me
during the story. I wonder whether this is to make sure that I understand or because
she’s avoiding looking at her daughter whose departure is daunting and painful.
Maybe she also knows that the memories of childhood narrated are not so

innocent... they contain the implications, the tensions and disagreements of the
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family today (see chapters 1, and 5). Family relations were strained, although at that
point, still brewing under the surface. Umm Nidal was concerned about her two
daughters living in Europe: will they return, will they marry a Druze, is it her fault for
letting them go? Abu Nidal was continuing talking about philosophical and political
matters, but remained largely indifferent to domestic politics, leaving all the burden
to be shouldered by Umm Nidal. Nidal did not approve of his sisters’ life outside of
Syria and outside of the Druze realm of endogamy. He understood their reasons, but
he argued somewhat cynically ‘these are our traditions, this is our society, we cannot
change them.” Only Karem, the youngest offspring of the family, 22 years old at the
time, supported his sisters. Karem was finishing his degree at Damascus University,
and he also hoped to study abroad in Europe. Being the youngest also saved him the
social pressure of marriage. During Zahra’s brief visit, it was Karem who was helping
her, secretly, attain some official papers that she needed for her impending marriage

in Europe.

After Zahra’s departure Najwa went back to her shop. We had a short discussion
about weddings and wedding gifts, and she went back to her house in order to find

something to show me. She took time to return.

The House

When speaking of houses what is to be considered traditional and what is to be
considered modern? The house of bayt Abud-Haddad is located near Al-Khudyr, in an
enclave of houses. The one-storey traditional Damascene house has two windows
looking at the street — the windows are located in the later additions of the structure
(kitchen and family room). Apart from those windows the house abides by the
‘traditional’” requirements of having a central courtyard, of having no windows to the
outside and thus being inward looking (cf. Weber 2009, and above). In contrast, bayt
Ouward live at the second floor of a three storey apartment building with windows
and balconies overlooking the busiest street in Jaramana, sharia al-Alam. The house
has all modern conveniences, and, at least as much as windows are concerned, the
house seems to ‘look out’” over the world — metaphorically as well as literally since it
ovetlooks sharia al-Alam, street of the wortld. Furthermore, while in bayt Abud-
Haddad most of the social activities happen on the floor, bayt Ouward uses chairs,

sofas and tables.
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In the 1980s the housing structure was re-built from a ground level courtyard house
into a three-storey high apartment building. The ground floor of the apartment was
converted into one spacious shop that looks out to busy sharia al-Alam, while on the
back of the ground floor the apartment of Yousra, Farid’s eldest divorced sister, is
located. There are rooms and open spaces in the basement, functioning as storage for

the business, and a big open space that functions occasionally as a reception ot Aafleh

(party) room.

Abu and Umm Nidal, Farid and Najwa, live on the spacious first floor of the
apartment building. The apartment is approximately 150 m?, with nine rooms, marble
floors and balconies to the front (overlooking sharia al-Alam) and rear of the house.
Entrance to the house is by way of a big reception hallway (big enough to contain a
large wooden dining table that fits 10—16 people). On the left side of the hallway
there are sliding doors that lead to a very large living room decorated with baroque-
style sofas and armchairs, along with Damascene in-laid mother-of-pearl wooden
tables. From the top right corner of the hallway there is the kitchen, decorated with
wooden (Mediterranean style) cupboards abutting the room, a large marble sink and
marble surfaces, a large window looking out on the sharia al-Alam on top of the sink.
In the kitchen there is a small round plastic table that is used seldom by the family
for eating. Food consumption occurs in different spaces depending on the occasion:
when formal guests arrive, dinning takes place at the dining table. If a few relatives or
friends happen to pass by in time for breakfast or lunch, then they might eat at the
kitchen table or, during the summer, at the back-facing balcony. The family will
either eat downstairs at Yousra’s apartment (this is the usual place for lunch) or on

smaller knee-level foldable tables, in the family room next door.

The family room, ¢ga ‘@, is a much smaller room in comparison to other rooms in the
house. On parallel walls there are two large sofas, a television and an old oil-burning
heater (sobiya). During the cold winter months, this is the room the family spends
much of its time in, eating, discussing, entertaining close friends, watching television,
and taking naps. As this room is one of the smaller in the house it is the warmest.
The ga‘a leads to the room where the two sons of Farid and Najwa, Nidal and

Karem, sleep. The room is simple, painted in light green, with two single beds, a wall-
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closet and some shelves. On the right of the sons’ room, there is a similar room for
the family’s daughters, Zahra and Hiba. The room is decorated in a similar
arrangement to their brothers’, only the walls are painted light pink. A large family
bathroom separates the offspring’s rooms with that of their parents. Najwa’s and
Farid’s bedroom has not changed much since their wedding, in a 1970s style, with
two simple single beds put together, a dressing table with a mirror, and a large

wooden closet. All of the furniture is a matching set.

A spacious hall containing an impressive library connects the four bedrooms and
leads to a rather large room that is used currently as the study space of the youngest
son, Karem, who studies at the University of Damascus. The large room contains
desks, a computer, a stereo, bookshelves and a sofa with two armchairs. This room is
used by the two sons, Nidal and Karem as a study and reception room. The room
has an exit to the back balcony, which becomes a focal space during late spring and

sumimer.

Conclusion: Two bayts in Jaramana

Today more than a refugee city, Jaramana increasingly bears the marks of
gentrification: the continuous development in real estate, new entertainment spaces
and cultural hubs are emerging, and the city is increasingly inhabited by artists,
intellectuals and University students. However, at the same time that processes of
gentrification appear on the landscape of Jaramana, the Druze community seems to
be redefining its boundaries more actively and more publicly than ever before:
building a grand temple, establishing entertainment halls specifically designated for
religious celebrations, the increasingly visual display of Druze symbols on windows,
cars and doors, and the intimate almost exclusive social relationships between the
Druze inhabitants which make visual the spatial boundaries of Druze social
networks. Making place out of space, as Harvey (2009) notes, characterises human
societies, and in Jaramana more specifically this interaction is a result of both social
changes that have increased migration of different ethnic and religious persons into
the city which has resulted into the redefinition of communal groups and boundaries
(Barth 1969), and vis-a-vis these newcomers has sustained processes of re-
imagination of the community (Anderson 1991) as a distinguishable entity. Thus,

while the Druze community, especially communities like Jaramana that existed in the
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vicinity of a Muslim majority, had historically refrained from publicly displaying
religious affiliation as a way of protection (see chapter 2), the community now is
publicly displaying its religion in a way that makes it visually more Druze than ever
before. Being a Druze, to use a phrase from Khuri (2004), in Jaramana entails

intimacy in both social relations as well as in spatial distinction.

However, while processes of re-imagining and re-defining Druzeness are on-going in
Jaramana, the Druze community is by no means homogeneous. Economic, social
and political differences stratify the Druze community within Jaramana, along
broader divisions that cut across Syria’s religious imagined communities, most
notable of which is class (Batatu 1999; Haddad 2012; Hinnebusch 1990). This
chapter explored these intra-communal differences through the close examination of
two Druze families and their houses in Jaramana. Differences between the two
families and households include religious, occupational and political affiliations. Bay?
Abud-Haddad comes from a very religious background, and even though the
household I lived in had no ‘%gga/ members, because of association, are very
concerned with religious matters, as well as social and religious piety. Because of this,
other households in Jaramana perceived them as ‘very religious’ and ‘traditional.” On
the other hand, bayr Ouward, and specifically Umm and Abu Nidal and their
offspring are secular, often criticising organised religion. In terms of occupation, Abu
Samir used to be a small-scale agricultural farmer, while in the past decade (in which
major water supply problems reached the orchards of Damascus) he has diversified
his income by building an apartment block at the edge of his farm that provides
income from rentals, and more recently he rented the farmland and it became an
open-air restaurant (he rented it precisely because it is not ‘good’ to have direct
dealings with entertainment business coming from a religious background; cf. Khuri
2004). Most of Abu Samir’s male offspring work in self-employed manual jobs, most
of his daughters have been married and work within their houses, and one of his
sons, Tariq, has gone to University. Both Abu Nidal and Umm Nidal have university
degrees, while all their sons and daughters have gone to university and have
professional jobs. Umm and Abu Nidal have a family business which they own
(along with other members of Abu Nidal’s family) and run. Politically, bay? Abud-
Haddad are rather reserved regarding their views of the government per se, however,

when such conversation does arise Umm and Abu Samir express views very similar
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to the state rhetoric regarding Syrian nationalism and they seem favourable to the
President and the status quo in general. In contrast, Abu Nidal and all of his nuclear
family are very vocal regarding the ‘dictatorship’ in Syria, with both Abu Nidal and
his eldest daughter actively participating in leftist oppositional and intellectual

movements.

The two family homes were used as examples not only of material structures, but as
metaphors of tradition and modernity. But, how can the crude distinction between
tradition and modernity hold when the most traditional Arabic house is as recent as
the modern apartment? Besides bay? Abud-Haddad’s history of their double-barrelled
name underlines instances of non-conformity and subversion; while after I finished
fieldwork in 2009, bayt Abud-Haddad moved into an apartment. And how ‘modern’
is a middle class intellectual family that frames its internal tensions and conflicts

within the ‘traditional’” idiom of Druzeness and endogamy (see chapters 5 and 8)?

‘“Tradition’ has many translations and more connotations within Jaramana. It is zrazh,
heritage, and it is ‘@dat wa tagalid, castoms and traditions (shared habits); modernity
is hadathaa. But to describe a ‘traditional” way of life in the sense of upholding certain
customs and traditions, or to describe a family as ‘traditional,” usually the second
translation is used (‘@dat wa tagalid). In Jaramana, “@yleh taghidiyieh (traditional family)
may refer to the way of life of a given family, their relation to religion (i), their
upholding of certain values or characters that are considered Druze (see Khuri 2004),
division of labour, clothing, and social networks. Although terms such as ‘traditional’
and ‘modern’ are both gendered and classed (for middle class associations of
modernity see Watenpaugh 20006), they are always already fluid and relational, shifting
in-between contexts and audiences. Yet, the epidermic use of the word ‘tradition’ in
common parlance, in Jaramana as in most of the world, has to do with religion (for
Druze middle classes religious involvement is associated with lack of education),
education and profession (class and gender markers), with outfit (clothes, headscarfs,
piety in dressing), with ‘decency’ in terms of moral and social conduct that upholds
Druze values and avoids scandals (such as premarital relations or marriage to non-
Druze, these are broadly defined issues of honour: see Stewart (1994) for critical and
precise usages of the word). Because of its positive connotations that concept is also

allocated to families that are not engaged in a serious conflict within the community.
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For most of these connotations, bayr Abud-Haddad fulfils the definitional demands
of ‘traditional,” indeed it is recognised widely in Jaramana as such, and even my own
movement into it, ‘helping my research,” was because it was an opportunity to
witness (on the impossibility of witnessing, see Agamben 2004) the ‘traditional’
(taghdi) way of Druze Jaramanian life. As much as the family of Abud-Haddad is
considered ‘traditional,” their actual house is similarly considered ‘traditional,” while

the family and house of Ouward is considered ‘modern.’

Yet, as evidenced through the development of the two family homes, as generalised
characteristics, the distinction between tradition and modernity are not enough and
rather than explaining they seem to obscure difference with absolute and hegemonic
notions. However, because these classifications are used locally, they should be
understood within the local contexts of relations, associations and social distinctions,
such as class and status in the case of the two families, that diversify and stratify the
Druze community internally. Similarly to perceptions of origin, where the family of
bayt Abud-Haddad is considered more local than bayt Ouward, even though in other
circumstances they trace their genealogy to Tunisia, traditional and modern are
internal markers of social distinction (Bourdieu 1984). In these contexts, this chapter
has underlined some important foundations for the remainder of the thesis:
classifications such as tradition, modernity, but also kinship and lineage are
themselves relational frames of reference in space and time, and thus should be
understood within the relational contexts in which they emerge (cf. Abu-Lughod
1986; Khuri 2004; Chatty 1977, 1986; see chapters 1, 2, 5).

If houses are embodiments, and traces of the ongoing, unstable game of moral and
lived resemblances and differences, as Bourdieu (1990) and Mitchell (1991) argue,
then the houses themselves are the traces and processes of living. The only problem,
then, is that while the ‘the house is a world within a world’ (Bourdieu 1990: 282), the
world within and outside the house is expanded. There is the difficulty of finding
moral universes, in or out of a house, in isolated and absolute being-in-themselves,
not only because of processes of globalisation (Appadurai 2001) but because no
‘culture’ and no moral universe is a whole in and by itself (Wolf 1997), always an
effect of myriad encounters (including colonial, Orientalist, see Asad 1973; Said

1978), that leave their traces and are embodied not only in the spaces of houses but
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also on the tensions and within the contradictions of those inhabiting the houses.
Houses are embodiments, but their traces, resemblances and differences are more

nuanced and complex than the location of their doors and windows.
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Chapter Four
Of bodies, souls and transformations: Birthing and dying in
Jaramana

Enthusing bodies: Reflections

Kohl that paints eyes of newborn children and of brides, kohl that paints Bedouin eyes and belly
dancers’, for protection and for beanty. Earth, ‘ard, on the eyes of the departed, so they leave this
world sabaan, full. Bodies bathed in salt water and perfumes — smells that linger on the thresholds
of life, death, and the transformations therein. New clothes and old passions. Bitter coffee and
cardamon. Sugar and coconut for the new tooth, animal fat of designated ethnicity for the wedding,
the neighbonr’s dinner in funerals. Tastes and smells, acts, events and sights and relations ritual,
habitual and everyday. Bodies. Surronnded. Masked. Naked. Engulfed and engulfing. Bodies that
perform. That change. That are acted upon. Or act upon other bodies. Bodies that, like smells, linger
and dance on the thresholds. Dead bodies and eternal souls that come back, and they are born and
re-born, easy to touch but hard to hold on. Bodies that struggle with other bodies, smaller and bigger;
body parts dismembered and re-membered, in the struggles of sweat, blood, and lochia.

I was looking for dances, all sorts and any. Folklore and pop, group dances and solos, oriental and
western and some place other. I came looking for dances with my notepads and credentials, a camera,
video recorder, past theories and future chapters. A step here and a movement there, 1 came looking
Jor dances, choreographies and improvisations that 1 would somebow clumsily enter, decipher, and
maybe dance. 1 came looking for dances, and this was an excuse to come, and once there, I extended
the arms and the legs of my excuse and tried to peep through the thighs. Embarrassed of the
Plasticity of my excuse as by my ogling eyes, I repeated to myself and to others that I came here
looking for dances. Abu Nidal, then, introduced me to tarab music, old cassettes of Sabah Fakbri
and local dissident Wafleh-s, and told me this is the music and these are the dances. Abu Samir
turned on the television Saudieh, where women of presumed Iraqi nationality danced their long
untied hair, he said that these are not onr dances. Little Sarah, Nadwa and Lina were all, many
times, playfully made to dance for me. And I was made to dance, among friends and friends of
[friends and relatives, in weddings, in gatherings. I was looking for dances, still.

Turned heads. And shoulders. And I was looking for dances, but 1 could not find dances, maybe
because they were not looking for me, maybe becanse there were no dances. I was looking for dances
but how could 1 find body-less bounded dances? I tried tracing bodies. Ethnic and gendered, political,
fragile and dangerons, placid and enduring, wrinkled and regenerating. Can I talk of the sensations
without sensualising? 1 can’t talk of dance or of struggle, without a body. But then there is not one
body, and there is not an unchanging body. I struggle with bodies, I guess. No, I confess, openly and
honestly, that 1 struggle with bodies. So, I take the easy or the hard way out, or in, it depends on the
Sframe of reference, and I write. 1 write a story, with begging middle and end, of how events and
narratives from Jaramana constantly construct bodies through what is known in anthropology as life-
cycle ritnals. Birth, marriage and death. Familiar tripartite structure. Or series of stories, becanse
they all came to me when I was looking for dances and not bodies, and becanse they tamed me, and
made me see dances. And besides, whatever you may say, ritual is like writing something with a light
pencil and then having life or any body to walk over it, in muddy shoes, sweaty feet, toes filled with
sea or desert sand and bloodied heels. And bodies dance on it and well beyond it.
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Encountering life and death in Jaramana

Every birth is different. Every mortuary ritual varies. Yet, birthing and dying in the
Druze community of Jaramana are ceremonials through which the ritual and the
everyday interpenetrate one another, temporal and spatial occasions that negotiate
religious, political and socio-economic orders, instances where the cosmological and
the ordinary, life and death become intertwined. This chapter describes birth and
death in Druze Jaramana through detailed, contextualised and reflexive ethnographic
accounts that are analysed in terms of history, society, religion and politics. As this
thesis looks into the construction and negotiation of the body as a field of political,
socio-economic and gendered struggles through the interlocking public arenas of the
state, and the community, we cannot proceed any further without looking into the
social basis of corporeal beginnings and endings and how the body is constructed
and negotiated within the base-level of community. In this chapter, birth and death
rituals and practices are viewed as dynamic transformative, events through which
corporeality and its social boundaries are at once constructed and contested. As such,
this chapter deals with the construction of bodies as a field of struggles within the
Druze community and specifically addresses two questions: how is the body
constructed/contested/negotiated through Druze ritual practices? And to what

extent do ritual life-cycle events constitute fields of struggles?

Although ritual practices and life-cycle events are dynamic and always embedded
within the contexts of social practice, research on Druze rituals has not been
adequately theorised, and does not include anthropological understandings of the
interactions between ritual theories and practices (see Bourdieu 2007 [1977]; Bell
1992), people and histories (i.e. Wolf 1997; Asad 1973), people and power (see
Foucault 1991[1977]) and the practical narrative as well as embodied becomings
therein (see, for example, Deleuze and Guattari 2005 [1987]; Gilsenan 1996; Jackson
20006; Seremetakis 1991). Ethnographic descriptions and analyses of Druze ritual and
life cycle practices are haunted by two interrelated problems. The first is the
inadequacy of anthropological or ethnographic studies (Sweet 1974; Khuri 2004,
Hood 2007), and the relative abundance of Orientalism, found in travel (Seabrook
1928), missionary and academic literature (Hitti 1928) of previous centuries. This
problem of accessibility and resources creates a veil of obscurity concerning

contemporary Druze social structures, as Betts (1988) has rightly pointed out. The
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second problem arises, partly as a result of the confrontation with the lack of
material and the apparent novelty of the endeavour, and partly as an impetus to fill-in
the knowledge gaps. This is the problem of over-generalisations, dangerous
simplifications, and the relative lack of historical and political contextualisation. The
result is at times more effective (KKhuri 2004) or stuck in lengthy detailed descriptions
(Hood 2007) of the ritual ‘stages’ as these take place ‘among the Druze’. These
descriptions are often a-temporal, and engrossed as authoritative writings on an a-
political culture (Clifford and Marcus 1986); they deny plurality, intentionality and
partaking in a wider world of connections to their, depicted as passive, actors, while
their own academic credibility goes undisclosed and is taken for granted. Through
my descriptions I wish to foreground the ways I learnt what I have learnt with my
Druze relatives and friends, and also to analyse life-cycle rituals as embodied and
transformative performances of political, social and gendered subjectivities and not
as static relics of an 11" century heretical religion. In this regard, Seremetakis’ analysis
of mortuary practices is closer to my idea of Druze rituals: ‘divinatory practices are
self-reflexive metacommentaries on social and cosmological order... they can shatter
the normative surfaces of everyday life... [they] are transformative ... rather than

residues of destroyed totalities’ (Seremetakis 1991: 2).

This chapter firstly provides a background literature discussion on research regarding
Druze religion and cosmological beliefs. This discussion aims to situate fieldwork
within relevant literature and debates, but I am hesitant to draw overarching
conclusions regarding Druze ritual theory and practice. I describe natal and mortuary
ritual practices situating them ethnographically and analytically within the fieldwork
experience as well as the wider Syrian polity. The chapter ends with remarks on ritual
transformations, embodied contestations and the interactions between local and not-

so-local politics.

The Body and Druze Theosophy

O you who are distracted, how can he who is devoid of his corporeal means
obtain knowledge? O you who are heedless, how can he who abandoned his
sensual faculty reach ignorance? And O you who are perplexed, how can the
souls exist by themselves? And how can they settle in their origin, and yet have
a life and procure their pleasures? (al-Muqtana Baha’uddin, Druze Epistle 75,
cited in Makarem 1974: 54-55)
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In Druze theosophical perspectives the body is portrayed as the garment or shirt
(gamis) of the soul: a temporal body dresses an eternal soul, and as the corporeal
body withers, the soul passes to another body, because as shown above, the soul
cannot be manifested or expressed but only through its corporeal means. The
familiar philosophical dichotomy of body/soul is cast in a non-dualistic light in the
passage above as well as throughout the 111 Epistles that make the holy scriptures of
the Druze Canon, Rasahl Al Hikmah (written between 1017-1042) (Abu-Izzeddin
1984: 108; Firro 1992: 13). The emphasis shifts from duality to the ‘strict and
uncompromising’ (Abu-Izzeddin 1984: 111) unity of God, and unity of all that He
has created — this concept is the basis of the fawhid doctrine,” the foundation of
Druze religious beliefs in the absolute unity of God. This interlocking of spirituality
(latif) and corporeality (kathif) within an ongoing process of soul actualisation in
corporeal embodiment, forms the basis of the Druze belief in reincarnation, or
human-to-human transmigration of the soul (fagamns).”> As the belief in reincarnation
frames the construction and negotiation of the ‘body’ in ritual and everyday practices
in the Druze community of Jaramana, in this section the relationship between the
body and soul will be explored in the light of Druze theosophical beliefs and their
historical background, providing thus, an imperative foil or abet for discussing

contemporary Druze births and deaths.

Divine Struggles: Druze cosmogony and the five cosmic principles (al-hudid al-khamsa)

Tawhid cosmology sees God as both transcendent (munazzah) and immanent
(mawjiid): ‘the absolute Existent transcends the world while being immanent in it’
(Makarem 2005: 3). In Druze cosmogony the world is a manifestation of God’s Will
and it came to be through five successive cosmic principles, otherwise known as
dignitaties or luminary entities al-hudiid al-kbamsa (Makarem 1974: 40—-49; Abu-
Izzeddin 1984; Firro 1992). These five cosmic principles are: the 4g/ (translated as
Universal Mind, Intelligence or Nous), Nafs (Universal Soul and Activity), a/-Kalima

5 Tawhid is translated as ‘unity in being,” and it is derivative of Arabic verb root w-h-d, to be one
(Betts 1988: 15). The descriptive noun for the follower of the tawhid is Muwahbid (sing., muwahbidun
pl.), while the name Druze was somewhat derogatively bestowed to them by the Sunni majority (see
Khuti 2004). Tawhid is also translated as Unitarianism or Monism.

* Druze reincarnation takes place from human to human only, and the Arabic word used by Druze is
tagamons. Other groups, such as the Alawis, believe that reincarnation may take place between human
and any other living form, this is called fanashonkh and it is very different from Druze cosmological
beliefs. Some authors wrongly translate zanashoukh as the Druze belief in reincarnation.
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(the Word, principle of being), as-Sabig (Precedent or Right Wing, cosmic unity) and
at-Tali (the Follower or Left Wing, physical unity and corporeality).

Makarem (2000) states that these cosmic principles are derived from an esoteric
interpretation of the Quranic verse (36:82) ‘Inama ‘amrubu idba “arada shay’an ‘an yaqiila
labu fun fa yakiun. (His ‘amr (‘nature’, ‘activity’), when he wills a shay’ (‘desired thing’),

is to say to it, ‘Be’, and it is.):

The ‘amr ot irdda corresponds to ‘ag/; the shay’ corresponds to the #afs; the

gaw! (in the phrase an yagula) corresponds to the kalima; the imperative

kun to the sabig; and the implementation of Awn, namely, yakun,

corresponds to the fa/i, in other words, that which follows. (Makarem

2000: 4; also see Abu-Izzeddin 1984: 1106)
The first principle “4g/, was ‘issued from His [God’s] sparkling Light’ (Hamza ibn Ali
Epistle 13 in Makarem 1974: 44). As ‘the cause of all causes’ (Isma’il ibn
Muhammad, Epistle 39 in Makarem 1974: 44), ‘Ag/ is at once the divine Will,
Thought and Vision (see Makarem 1974: 43). ‘Ag/ is eternal and perfect within
itself, although less perfect than the absolute perfection of God who created it, and
its divine purpose is to be in perfect union with the One. However, as ‘Ag/ was
enjoying perfect union with God, it became aware of its own self, of its own
perfection. This self-consciousness led to self-indulgence and arrogance eventually
making it aware of its separateness from union with God. ‘4g/s emergence as a self-
conscious entity (subject) is described by Makarem (1974: 45-46) as a God-afflicted

temptation, personified in the emergence of the Adversary, which constitutes the

Druze original sin.

In its plight against the Adversary, 4g/ developed a passion to return to God: this
active yearning gave rise to Naf.”’ This entity is the ‘spiritual nature of the universe’
(Makarem 1974: 46) and it ‘defines the boundaries of being’ (Hamza, Epistle 13,

Ibid.). Nafs is both spirituality and action, since it emerged as an activity from the

% ‘Ag/ has been translated into English as Universal Mind, Intellect or Intelligence but as Makarem
convincingly argues only the Greek 7ous is the closest translation, and translations do not encompass
the full array of meanings in the Arabic word, such as the combination of divine Will, Thought and
Vision, as well as the original signification of the infinite noun which is ‘to bind” (Makarem 1974: 43;
also see Abu-Izzeddin 1984: 113).

> Nafs is usually described as Universal soul; Makarem (20006: 4) translates the term as ‘wish’, ‘desire’,
‘endeavour’ and ‘eagerness’; it is important to stress that Druze Nafs is distinct from what we would
nominally describe as ‘soul’ since it combines passion and activity, spirituality and agency — see Makarem
1974: 46-47.
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interaction between ‘Ag/and Adversary and represents the divine resolution (ashi a,
see Ibid.). As such the second cosmic principle establishes an active form of

spirituality combining agency and desire.

However, Nafs also looked inwards, engaging in self-indulgence (Makarem 1974: 47),
which resulted in the emergence of the Antagonist (an-nid) who aided the Adversary
in promoting deflection from perfect unity with God. As a result of Nafs’ struggles,
the third luminary entity was issued from Nafs: a/-Kalima (the Word of God). A%
Kalima helped in ‘Agl ‘s and Nafs’ struggle so that there would be no single distraction
to divert from realising union with the One. From this luminary entity the fourth
principle was issued, the creation and perfection of cosmic reality (fad al-jirmaniyin,
Makarem 1974: 48), which translates into cosmic harmony and order. The fourth
cosmic principle, al-Sabig (Precedent or Right Wing) strived ‘against the darkness of
selthood” (Makarem 1974: 48), and through its struggles the fifth cosmic principle
emerged, al-hikma al-lat ifa or at-tali (Intelligible Wisdom or the Follower, also known
as the Left Wing), in order to overcome “the darkness of individuality” (Makarem
1974: 48). The last cosmic principle signified the ‘externalisation of God’s Will [...]
the perfection of all corporeal beings (had al-jismaniyin)’ (Makarem 1974: 48), and it

came to denote corporeality.

In this rendition of cosmic genesis we may notice firstly, that God is absolute
Existence (Makarem 2005: 3), out of whose Will (7rdda) cosmic principles emerge
successively, each ‘ssued’ almost in amoebic fashion out of necessity from the
previous principle’s imperfection, which is namely its self-awareness and thus
deflection from its purpose of being in complete union with God. Druze cosmogony
is permeated with successions of constitutive tensions, tensions that are created and
resolved (mashi’a) through constant struggles of unity and disunity: cosmological and
constitutive struggles between individualism and union. Tawhids cosmogony
provides an intriguing account of the emergence of everything spiritual and physical
as a gradual cosmic emergence through the struggles of five luminary entities that
constitute a cosmological map in which struggles are the primary cause and result of
the ‘cause of all causes,” ‘4g/, whilst divine afflictions and imperfection get translated
into relational positionalities whose struggle create a dialectical causality in which the

much-later philosophical preoccupation of object—subject dichotomy emerges and
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gets solved (or struggles to this purpose). Thus, combining Unitarian transcendence
with dialectical and dynamic causality, Druze cosmology is underpinned with ideas of

union, separateness and struggle.

Human struggles: bodies and ritnals

In Druze theosophy the existence of the world is borne out of an amoeba-like
process in which principles are constituted because of their relations and subsequent
struggles. It is relationships that create separate entities (subjects) and not the existence
of separate objects that form (subjective) relationships as a consequence.” But tawhid
was borne long before the Enlightenment and the philosophical problematic of
object and subject or body and mind, and following a Foucauldian critical history of
ideas, it is rather difficult to escape our own contemporary discursive formations and
epistemological bias, constituted partly through the dichotomy of mind and body,
and jump to analyse what this cosmology could have meant for the 11" century
Druze theosophists. Nevertheless, considering our comprehensive limitations, we

can only afford a contemporary analysis of zawhid.

Relations, portrayed as struggles of unity and separateness in Druze cosmogony,
resemble ‘total social phenomena’ in the Maussian sense. As it is the relationship that
constitutes objects and subjects accordingly, and thus disrupts unity, relations
constitute the original sin in Druze genesis. Concurrently, however, inasmuch as
relations are part of the cosmic problem of inhibiting complete union with God, they
are also part of the divine solution (washi’a) because it is only through relations that
cosmic principles emerge and the cosmic world is completed. The consequences of
such cosmology are twofold: there is not an inherently virtuous or evil quality in
matter but these qualities emerge through interaction (see Makarem 1974: 50) and,
cosmic union is only established or destroyed through relations. Here the concept of
continued struggling with one’s self is elevated to a virtuous and divine struggle.
Since evil is not considered an inherent substance of matter, but something that
emerges in relation to relations, this view is radically anti-essentialist. It emphasises
the dynamic aspect of relations, and their potentiality for either evil or good. For

human beings, this means that ‘all souls are created equal with an equal tendency to

% The clearest example of this argument is the cosmogonic emergence of Nafs as a result of “Ag/s
activity.
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good and evil and are free to choose between right and wrong’ (Abu-Izzeddin 1984:
117).

Secondly, the creation of the physical world is the last act of divine cosmogony,
which signifies the closure of the cosmic cycle and the last step in resolving the
original sin. As such, the last principle, Alfaki, presupposes, includes and
deconstructs all previous dignitaries. The corporeal world thus, is the last and
necessary aid and resolution. This is the context where the physical body is
established and in which the human exists as both soul and body, as the
quintessential combination of God’s divine Will, Thought and Action (!4g) and

corporeal unity (AXtali).

The human soul is to the human body as it is meaning to a word. Just as a
meaning makes sense only when expressed through its word, so must the
human soul be expressed in a human body. The human soul realises itself
in the human body. The human body, therefore, serves as the sole
medium for the human soul to achieve actualisation and to participate in
the progress of man toward knowledge and self-realisation. The true
knowledge of the oneness of God, through which man realises his
purpose of feeling as much in union with the one as is humanly possible,
can only be achieved through man’s gradual yet continuous spiritual
experience and through his constant preparedness for the Gnostic
discovery of human union with the One. For the Druze, the span of a
single life is not enough for an individual to realise this ultimate purpose.
(Makarem 2006: 5)
This human body, therefore, undetlines issues of complementarity and opposition,
which are not however binary because they are borne out of the amoebic processes

of creation.

On one hand, the Unitarian doctrine states that God is Existence, in which His
creations are perfect and imperfect, enjoying unity and indulging in self-awareness, in
a context in which His principles are entrenched in a constant struggle that is indeed
an inherent struggle. This idea connects to the representation of the body and to
reincarnation beliefs as the eternal spirit and action (“A¢/ and Nafs) can be expressed
only in corporeal terms — the last perfection of creation. Thus body and soul are at
once deconstructed and re-constructed as affiliates, as necessary for the actualisation
of man, who is in constant struggle to achieve being-in-the-world, but a being in the

world which does not entail, as it does for Heidegger, the loss of responsibility.
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Through reincarnation, man’s spirit is constantly invested on earth and this
manifestation happens directly after death since whereas the soul is internal it can
only find expression and realisation through corporeality. Under the tenet of
reincarnation the body becomes much more than a medium (Makarem 1974, 2000),
it becomes the phenomenological horizon through which being, experience,
knowledge are realised, whilst at the same time it cannot disassociate itself by virtue

of the metaphorical weight of the original sin.

Dying in Jaramana

The previous section has delineated the historical and theosophical background of
Druze beliefs. Historical particularities and specific belief systems are not, on their
own, sufficient explanatory modes or causal links to understand contemporary
practices. Nonetheless, because the Druze are a particular religious community about
which little research has been conducted, these references are necessary. In the
sections that follow, contemporary ritual practices of birth and death are discussed
and analysed. I begin with an exploration of rituals and practices surrounding death,
and then birth. The ethnographic descriptions in this part of the chapter appear in
actual chronological order; encounters that shaped my perceptions and
understanding of death, reflecting the slow process through which access and
familiarity fluctuated and thus forms a significant part of the ways I came to ‘know’
about death rites and rituals. Beginning with practices of death and then going to
birth, although it may seem counter-intuitive, also emphasises the Druze beliefs of

reincarnation, by which death is the start of a new life.

In Jaramana, as in Damascus, burials take place rather quickly, either eight hours after
death or on the next day. Death announcements travel by way of Abu George as well
as through word of mouth and telephones. Close relatives arrive at the house of the
deceased, and the body is ritually washed by same gender catrers or spouse, gender
seclusion does not happen in the case of children. The body is dressed in fine clothes

and covered with a white shroud (#afazn). In the case of an unmarried man or woman,
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they are dressed in bridal clothes and a candle is placed near the head.” Then, usually
the morning after death, the body is taken to the women’s mawgaf, located off Sharia
al-Khudr and near the male mawgaf. The male mawqgaf is open on the top, while the
women’s is enclosed. After a couple of hours, men congregate outside the women’s
mawqaf, the body is placed in the coffin which is then closed (Hood 2007: 150), and
carried on the arms and shoulders of non-immediate relatives, in a procession with
the religious mashaykh at the head, to the male mawqgaf. There, the coffin is placed on
an elevated platform, where relatives and individuals give eulogies enumerating the
person’s life history and good deeds (shabadat — testimonies). Next, the mashaykh
recite ash‘ar diniyya (religious poetry) and call the final prayer. The coffin is then
carried either by a procession or in a van to the north-western border of Jaramana
where the Druze cemetery (furbeh or marbara) is located. Only men are permitted in
the cemetery. The body is taken out of the coffin and some ground sand is placed on
the eyes of the dead, so that s/he leaves sabaan (fulfilled, as in not hungry) and
because ‘we come from the earth and return to the earth,” explained Umm Samir
adding that ‘&halas (finish, as in ‘done’), now the soul has left it is just the body.’
Finally, the body is placed in the earth and the grave is cemented on the top and
bottom. Although Hood (2007: 152) mentions that the cemetery is visited by
relatives for forty days after death, informants in Jaramana stated that they do not
visit the cemetery: ‘In our religion we believe that the body is not important — the

soul is. In death only the body is lost. The soul will come back.’

Announcing Death

Jaramana’s Druze inhabitants do not wake up in the morning to the sound of adhan,
the Muslim call for prayer, as neither mosques® exist nor a commandment for the
public expression of religiosity (Khuri 2004), since relation to God is perceived as a
personal, not public, matter. Instead, they frequently wake up to the sound of Abu
George’s’ voice coming out of a megaphone on a car: ‘With contentment and
submission, we declare the death of...” (IKhuri 2004: 226). Then Abu George gives

the name and the family of the deceased person, and relays all the relevant

* Candles are symbolically lit during the wedding ritual phase of claiming the bride on the threshold
of the bride’s father’s house, see chapter 5.

%0 Jaramana has two recently built mosques that are on the outskirts of the suburb, not audible in the
central Druze-concentrated areas, to accommodate the influx of Muslim Iraqi refugees.

* Abu George is a pseudonym of the Christian-sounding nickname of the original person.
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information: the time of the funeral in the manqaf, or, if the deceased person has died
somewhere else, such as in Sweida, the place and time for the busses that will travel
there and back. This loud and public way of announcing death and facilitating the
communal exchange of condolences seems to exist only in Jaramana and Jabal al-
Arab (Hood 2007: 148), yet the public declaration of death is noted in studies of
Druze mortuary rituals (Hood 2007: 148). Abu George’s role is a kind of social
institution, a position mediating religious doctrine and social solidarity in which the
advert of human loss escapes the confines of a particular family or village and
transforms itself into a communal affair. Indeed, based on Druze cosmology and
belief in reincarnation (faqamus), the death of someone not only affects those who
knew her/him while alive, but also those who might have known her/him in a past
life, and those to who s/he might be a relative or a friend in the future (Bennett
2006; Oppenheimer 1980). Thus, death is not the abrupt cessation of relationships,

but their corporeal and on-going transformations.

Furthermore, Abu George’s announcement is not less public than the social
expectation (read obligation) to publicly attend funerals: ‘“&w/ al-balad (all of the
region), ‘/azim’ (must) were the most frequent replies to my questions regarding who
attends funerals, followed by critical expressions such as farin™ should one who is
able to, decide not to attend. Khuri (2004: 227) explains attendance at funerals as a
religious duty rewarded (‘z7) in the afterlife and as a marker of social status, while
Hood adds that the obligation to attend is a fulfilment of the Druze commandment
“hify al-ikhwan (protecting or safeguarding the brethren)’ in addition to the
petformance of the religious duty of mercy (al-rafima) (Hood 2007: 147). Although
these analyses are the logical deductions of religious and social theories, they are not
convincing explanations of the contexts out of which practices emerge, are sustained
or eliminated. In short, they do not take into account social dynamics, neither do
they tell us anything about the social sustainability and political economy of the

aforementioned socio-religious commandments.

A more convincing account, and one that is closer to my own fieldwork experience

of the public and communal aspect of the Druze death announcement, comes from

62 Similarly to Islamic norm, ‘ayb refers to things socially forbidden, whereas haram to things forbidden
by God and thus carries serious implications.
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Sweet’s (1974) analysis of visiting patterns and social flows in a Lebanese Druze
village. Sweet describes the striking pervasiveness of the ‘continuous movement of
formally or informally structured visiting over all time dimensions’ (1974: 112), a
movement that enmeshes villagers into webs of complex social, political and
economic relations. Within these webs, internal and external boundaries are
constructed or diffused through constant negotiations (Sweet 1974: 114-115), and
out of which the viability of the ‘village’ as the most successful social and economic
unit of production depends (Sweet 1974: 114). Although Sweet’s analysis is not
beyond the limitations of the time and contexts of her research, it does provide both
thick descriptions as well as dynamic analysis of the social fabrics that make social

networks ‘the essence of life” (Sweet 1974: 113) in a Druze context.

Sweet categorises visits as preliminary and/ot in themselves (1974: 116), the first type
refers to visits that cement and foreshadow future visits and transactions (partaking
to alliances, contracts, etc.), while the latter refers to annual ceremonies and life-cycle
events that are ‘conspicuously ceremonialised and are rituals in themselves’ (Sweet
1974: 118). To the extent that all social interactions and relations are preliminary in
the sense that they are not abstracted from an uninterested subject without history or
future, and without ability of intersubjective interactions, then Sweet’s high
ceremonials® are always already preliminary too. To the extent that rituals are never
‘in themselves’ but external to their relations (Deleuze and Guattari 2005 [1988]), and
neither social action nor rituals are bounded and separate entities from everyday
praxis (Bell 1992; Bourdieu 2007), then this part of Sweet’s analysis is also somewhat
elliptic. Nevertheless, her analysis does point out the importance of social dynamics
that characterise any such relations, the pervasive habitus of communal visits, and the
socio-political and economic negotiations that take place within the realm of visits.
These visits form the significant backbone or context through which social

interactions, including the publicity of the funeral announcement, take place.

Specifically regarding ‘high ceremonials’ such as death, Sweet (1974: 118) notes that
‘they may lift an event in the lives of people out of individual or small-scale impact
and socialize it within the community framework at a range of involvement

commensurate with the status of the family or individual affected.” The public

% For a critical review of the differences between ‘ritual’ and ‘ceremonial’ see Bell (1992: 70).
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announcement of death, and the recognised obligation to attend the funerals of other
Druze in Jaramana are not only ‘prime occasions for the public reconfirmation of
communal ties and religious values’ (Hood 2007: 147). They are also performances:
creative instances of intersubjective articulation and expression. As performance they
are also bound to the contexts in which they emerge, that is to local politics and
relations of power, and they have the potential of creating spaces for negotiation and
resistance. In the ethnographic description in the following section, the political and
temporal negotiation of the mortuary ritual as a vehicle of simultaneously both

hegemony and resistance becomes clear.

The spectacle of death

[Fieldnote March 317, 2009] Abu Hasan came by in the morning to announce the death of Naji
Jaber, a famons middle-aged Druze actor widely known as Abu Antar (one of bis TV roles) who
died of cancer. Amidst the ‘allah yarhamou’ (May God have mercy on his soul) that were
excchanged, Abu Hasan was excited to inform us that |aramana had come to a halt: the streets were
packed with people and TV vans, famous actors that were attending the funeral, and visitors from
Lebanon, ‘millioun, millioun al-nas!’ (willions of people). We walked Abu Hasan to the door,
exchanging ‘al-awad bi-salamatikom’ (may God compensate your sorrows through a healthy life)
when we noticed a TV van parked ontside onr home. As Abu Hasan was leaving, two female
neighbours, the age of Umm Samir, were coming back from the street, dressed in black and wearing
the Druze white tutah (bead scarf). We greeted each other and with enthusiasm and humour they
told us about all the famons artists that had arrived in Jaramana from Syria and 1ebanon, and
how most of them wore huge black glasses — in order to disguise themselves but to no avail!

Death is a communal affair (Khuri 2004; Hood 2007) and communicating news of
death cannot but be shared between family members (Umm Samir and Abu Hasan)
and between neighbours. As a communal affair, death is not an individual loss but
affects the whole of Druze community; hence, condolences are not given only to the
deceased’s immediate family but are exchanged between all members of the
community, regardless of personally knowing the deceased person. During a Druze
funeral there is a social expectation that whoever can, will attend the funeral;
nevertheless, the number of those who attend constitutes a marker regarding the
social status of the deceased (Khuri 2004: 227). In the case of Naji Jabr, the plethora
and celebrity status of the funeral attendants is a clear social marker. However,
almost inevitably, the numbers and status of funeral attendees somewhat shifts the
social and religious emphasis on the deceased and his/her community, allocating

attention upon the high profile participants. This shift not only creates a spectacle of

death and of attending celebrities, but relocates Jaramana from the minority, closed,

127



‘dirty’ and ‘unruly’ suburb to the centre of attention. In this way, the visitors who
come to condole and honour the deceased’s life, metaphorically honour the minority
community of Druze and Jaramana. The advert of famous ‘outsiders’ in Druze
Jaramana is an expression of the cultural and social significance of the group, notable
in Abu Hasan’s enthusiasm, which at the same time constitutes the Druze as a
coherent separate entity as well as an integral part of the cultural milieu within Syria
and the wider region. Not only the community’s cohesion and importance is
reconfirmed, but through the humorous social commentary of the neighbours the
‘theatrical partitions’ (Jackson 2006: 281) of the celebrities are deconstructed,
showing how while a Druze middle-aged woman might well be at the margins of
cultural and political developments, she nevertheless has the power to recognise and,

as in this case, ridicule those who occupy central-stage.

Umim Samir suggested to Tarig, her son, to ‘take me to see.’ I dressed in black and Umm Samir
gave me her tutah — I hesitated to wear it, thinking it might be something of a religions blaspheny
Jfor a non-adberent. As if she’d read my thoughts, Umm Samir placed the futah on my head saying
repeatedly “adi , ‘adi’ (normal). She told Tarig to let me go inside the women’s mawdqaf, but he
was uneasy and hesitant and afterwards told me he’d prefer me not to since women ‘may
understand. ..’

There is a difference between mother’s and son’s attitudes regarding permitting
access to the religious ritual to a foreign anthropologist. The mother seems much
more flexible in granting access, perhaps because she occupies a more secure social
position that grants her the space and authority to interpret and manipulate the
situation much more leniently than her unmarried son who, in a way, is himself still
being socialised into the religious formalities while also still struggles to achieve an
independent status within the community. This is significant because at first it seems
ironic and contradictory that ‘older and conservative’ generations are actually more
socially flexible. However, as we noted in the discussion of the different houses

(chapter 3), those with greater social legitimacy have greater dexterity in interpreting

normative behaviours.

Sharia al-Kbudr was full of black-dressed people. Shopkeepers were standing at the doors of their
shops, looking curionsly at the masses. We took a right turn to the mawqaft street, it was packed
with people and journalists. Outside of the female mawqaf a large group of women were waiting to
go in. Peeping through 1 conld see the white metallic door with the five-colonred star open, women in
black and white amphitheatrically sitting facing a small platform (that, I could not see but I knew it
was there from informants’ descriptions). Men had started gathering around the male mawqaf,
some ten metres up the same street. Tarig and I went up to Fadi’s terrace that was overlooking the
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male mawdqaf and the street. On the terrace to the left al-Jazeera’s crew was filming and reporting.
The usually grey skyline of Jaramana was also transformed: on terraces and balconies pegple eagerly
watched.

If our house and the communication of news between a relative and two neighbours
can be described as a microcosm, then the image from the streets of Jaramana is its
logical larger scale implementation. The street ambiance hardly resembles other
funeral atmospheres, while the influx of people on the streets, the continuous flow of
information and the not always discrete curiosity resemble a society of spectacle.
‘Life is presented as an immense accumulation of spectacles. Everything that was
directly lived has receded into representation” Guy Debord (2005 [1977]: 1-7) argues,
because modern conditions of production resulting from the accumulation of capital
and division of labour, serve to alienate and isolate workers from what they produce.
Within the contexts of a political “Western’ philosophy that has evolved a visual bias,
‘the language of the spectacle consists of signs of the dominant system of production
— signs which are at the same time the ultimate end-products of that system.’
(Debord 2005: 2) In Debord’s sense, mass media only partly contribute to the society
of spectacle: ‘the spectacle is not a collection of images; it is a social relation between
people that is mediated through images.” (Debord 2005: 1) In Jaramana, the occasion
of Naji Jaber’s funeral was not only a spectacle because of its publicity and
entertaining ambiance. Mediated by his TV persona the deceased and his high-profile
attendees (but also the media stereotypes of Jaramana, see chapter 3; and the Druze,
see Khuri 2004) provide for the representation-mediated relationship that Debord
places at the crux of his ‘spectaclist’ society (Debord 2005: 3). Attracted by the
outside visitors that are not just visitors but famous celebrities, inhabitants break
away with the formalities of traditional hospitality and instead take to the streets in

order to get near and see those representations unmediated.

Ironically, following Debord, neither the physical proximity nor the actual seeing of a
celebrity ever ceases to be unmediated, informed and constructed by the mass media
the representation is only reaffirmed, along with the pervasiveness of the structures
of domination that brought it into being. However, this spectacle of death conforms
with Jaramana’s relations to the ‘outside world’ and the multi-fold interpretations of a
funeral as spectacular reaffirm that both Druze and Jaramana are as much as they

always have been parts, maybe marginal but nevertheless parts, of wider socio-
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political and economic relations of production and reproduction.”® Rituals like
funerals instead of being static bounded entities are always already part of the wider
webs of interconnections and historical interrelations. But can relations of
domination as described by Debord be actually subverted and resisted from the

margins?

After an hour, at Tpm, a closed coffin covered with a blue cloth was carried ont of the women’s
mawdqaf and in procession led by fifteen mashaykh into the male mawqaf, and there it was
Pplaced on a stone elevation. The mawdqaf does not have a roof and is of an asymmetrical rectangular
shape. On the side of the entrance there is the platform, while on all surrounding walls there are rows
of seats. People came in, offered condolences, and before the mashaykh begin their prayers, speeches
were made by family members and other dignitaries, testimonies (shahadat) of the deceased’s life
deeds. One of the testimonies, by someone from the Artists’ Union, mentioned the President of the
Republic, Al-rayes Bashar Al-Assad, and people started clapping: ‘it is not correct to clap in the
mawdqaf, but people must clap when they hear that name’ Tarig said somewhat uneasy and
somewhat jokingly when I asked why the mashaykh aren’t clapping. After the epitaph speeches, the
fifteen mashaykh surrounded the coffin, making a half-circle around it reciting ash‘ar diniyya
(religious poetry) — Tariq noted that they make this formation with their bodies because ‘it is not
nice to have your back turned (to the deceased and the andience) as the Muslims do.” At the end of
the prayers envelopes with money (as explained by Tariq) were passed around to the mashaykh as
charitable donations. The coffin, finally, was carried ontside amidst lond shouting and war-like
intonations and placed in a white van. Naji |aber was buried the same day in the Bab M'Sala
cemetery. [In the following weeks 1 would be asked, mainly by young women, to show the
photographs taken in order to check ont the attending celebrities. Unfortunately, my photographs
must have been somewbat disappointing since no celebrities were identifiable. |

Debord stresses the tautology and pervasiveness of the Society of Spectacle. Yet
some of the examples above, such as the open defiance of the Druze mashaykh in
clapping for the president, the co-construction and affirmation of difference (and
superiority) between ‘us’ and ‘Muslims’ in Tariq’s explanation, as well as that so many
celebrities had to come and honour a Druze in Jaramana, provide powerful narratives
of subversion and manipulation of the spectacle in a counter-hegemonic way. While
both the Druze religious minority and the suburb of Jaramana lie at the margins of
state sovereignty and spectacle capitalism, this does not stop the marginalised in
reinforcing and resisting the very ‘centre’ that both constructs and exploits them (see
Seremetakis 1991). That is not to say, however, that the alternative counter-
hegemonic embodiments challenge their structural domination — on the contrary it

furthers crystallises it by adopting the structuring dichotomy of centres and

* See for example, Batatu (1999: 11-32) for the historical and economic interrelations between urban
Damascus and the rural fertile countryside that surrounds it, al-Ghouta, of which Jaramana is part.
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peripheries (Bourdieu 1994: 90-91). Yet, celebrity deaths can also be read through an

existential prism:

The difference between our responses to the death of stars and to the
death of mere mortals hinges on the depth of our attachment, not to
them, but to the narratives in which they figure — narratives that hold out
the illusory promise that mortals and immortals may merge. [...] [What is
more profoundly mourned is] the death of a narrative that had connected
our own subjectivity to the wider subjectivity of the world. [...] We need
heroes, gods, and stars to be sure, but above all we need to feel that e
participate in the divine and that #hey are within our reach, within the
realm of our own choosing. (Jackson 2006: 283-285, emphasis in
original)
Although I do not believe that there is an innate need in human beings to believe in
heroes, gods or stars (that this subjective attachment is instead something itself
constructed within our historical, socio-political and economic realms) Jackson
points correctly to the ‘need’ in passing across different kinds of man-made borders
such as mortality/immortality, or between our subjectivity and the subjectivity of the
world (the Syrian state attempts to address this need through cultural policies, see
chapter 6). In this way the spectacular celebrity funeral in Jaramana becomes an
intersubjective game of hide and seek in which the roles are interchangeable (but
never the same), all players hide from and seeck each other while crossing over or

permeating into different worlds and through curiosity and critique interact with one

another.

Months after the public spectacle of Naji Jaber’s funeral this story was narrated by
Abu Samir and Abu Talal: ‘On the same day, after Abu Antar’s (Jaber’s nick name
from a famous role) funeral, the funeral of an old Druze woman took place. She was
living on her own, she was poor, she had no children or relatives. But all the people
who were there for Abu Antar’s funeral went to hers too. She must have had a very
good soul and God rewarded her.” This is another example of celebrity deaths
providing the context or pretext for a narrative structure to arise in which the

celebrity-quality, some star-like light spills over ordinary men and women.

Narratives of life and death
[Fieldnote April 6" 2009] ‘His wife, Latifah, woke up in the morning to make breakfast for their

two children. She came in [the bedroom] to wake him up and found him dead! He knew he had a
heart problem, may God have mercy on his soul, but he did not want to do the operation. He was
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conghing. Even though he was such an active person, always mafking jokes, and he was handsonse,
and tall. He was young, 45. Even his colour was so natural seeing him in the open hearse inside the
women’s mawdqaf, made you think he’d wake up! His death is such a shock (moufaj’a) — no one
expected it... And there were so many people at the mawqaf mourning the first day: 1000 women,
2000 men. Do you remenber how the night before his death we were all together, his two sisters too,
at the hafleh musiqiya?’

Umm Nidal had just returned home from the funeral. The signs of exhaustion and
mourning were easily readable in her red eyes and tense body. Sharing bitter tea and
condolences, al-awda bi-salamtik, we talked about death. The deceased man was an
affinal relative, her brother, Faris, was married to the deceased’s sister, Suha, and the
two families, living in close proximity in Jaramana have a warm, on-going relation. As
a tragic irony, the day before his departure, Umm Nidal, two of the deceased’s sisters
and I had been celebrating at an entertainment centre in Jaramana, in a zzrab music
party organised by Abu Nidal. Umm Nidal started the discussion by the narration of
the chronologically closer events: the ‘inside’ details of when death arrived, the

colour of the deceased’s face. These details are both intimate and are shocking, while

the story’s narration was punctuated with the advert of contingency.

She said that he was the youngest of Suba’s brothers, they are eight in total: five brothers and three
sisters. His father had also died young, of heart disease, in bis forties. They were orphaned at a
young age. She repeated proudly how the mother of the deceased had accomplished to send all of her
children to university, and she died only shortly after the last one’s graduation. The family came from
a peasant, poor background, and the brothers finished university while working in farms picking
apples. Umm Nidal gave me short descriptions of all of the siblings: engineers, scientists, a dentist
and teachers, the brothers living abroad in the United Arab Emirates and Sandi Arabia, one of the
sisters living in Lebanon, and the two that 1 know living in Jaramana. They are all here now. Umm
Nidal’s face was now less stressed, her posture, lying on the couch, more relaxed.

A similar version of this life-story was weaved later in the night in the company of
nine relatives. Enacted and embodied through additional information or nodding of
heads in agreement, an epitaph was re-created and shared, a commemoration of
adversity and persistence in equal measure, featured in the epigrammatic communal
remembering and re-telling of his life story, struggles of the past, and the eminent
struggles of the future for his wife and two children, which made death not only
tragic but collective. Gilsenan elegantly connects narratives, powers and persons
through narrative structures of social life and through the enactment of stories in a
changing society (1996: 57), by performing a literary analysis of everyday life and an

anthropological analysis of oral stories. Applying this technique to Umm Nidal’s

story, we notice how she presents the deceased as part of a wider family, whose
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struggles and successes he is an integral part, including all the culturally relevant
information, such as his lineage, father and mother, and professional occupations of
his siblings. Furthermore, the recollection of hardship, both economic (poverty,
work in farms) and psychological (loss of father), in the narrative of someone’s life
adds a heroic dimension to the character of the deceased — a dimension that not only
draws him vividly to the outsider anthropologist, but justifies his life and acutely
hints at the tragedy of his death. In this regard, forgetting or leaving outside the
mortuary certain negative characteristics such as his temperament or ‘control over his

. . . {5
wife, is also an active process.”

Umm Nidal’s story and the subsequent re-telling by the group of gathered relatives
was not just directed at painting a portrait of the deceased man. As the act of story-
telling is always a form of intersubjective dialogue, Umm Nidal and her relatives
collectively, dialectically and actively constructed a temporal space that allowed them
to negotiate the life and deeds of the dead man, transforming at once his life and
death into a collective epitaph: ‘storytelling is both dialectically imperative and

perennially redemptive’ (Jackson 2006: 253). Or, put differently:

Stories take us out of ourselves. Stories belong to the in-between spaces of
intersubjectivity [...] storytelling is a modality of working with others to
transform what is given, or what simply befalls us, into forms of life,
experience, and meaning that are collectively viable. (Jackson 2006: 252)

Towards the end of our conversation Umm Nidal’s commentary became more detached as she moved
the conversation from the particular death to general mortuary rituals of the Druge: how here
mourning lasts for three or seven days, how the dead is dressed with his finest garments, how the dead
is not covered like Muslims are, how men and women have different mawdqaf and different houses
that they congregate becanse it is more ‘relaxed,” how people, neighbours or distant relatives, cook for
the family of the deceased, and how we would go together to the deceased’s house the day after.

Umm Nidal and I slip to the seemingly objective sharing of general information
regarding Druze mortuary practices, a common relationship between anthropologist
and informant (see Cowan 1990: 96-97). However, allow me to use Umm Nidal’s
narrative as an excuse to sketch some practices pertaining to the ritual of death in
Jaramana, beyond the specific narration. This sketch shall be brief since both Khuri

(2004) and Hood (2007) have provided extensive accounts of the funeral day — the

sketch will also underline the differences between those accounts and practices

%1 was given this information months later by a member of his extended family.
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widely held in Jaramana, and in doing so the very concept of statically defined ritual.
Ritual practice is always changing and especially since the rapid urbanisation of

Jaramana (chapter 3), ritual practices have become more ‘condensed.’

Al->usbU’ or pain is like a soap

After bereavement, the deceased’s family is seldom left alone: relatives, neighbours
and eventually most of the region’s household representatives visit them, spending
long hours in the company of the family. Pain is perceived as a communal
affair/obligation and taking part in sharing the pain is socially more important than
from happy occasions (Ammar 1998 in Hood 2007: 147). This is because extreme
pain, duress and stress that result from the occasion of a beloved’s departure are
perceived as dangerous for the mental state of the family; the expression describing
this condition is Za‘aban nafsiyan (exhaustion of self/spirit), 7z'ab (n.) literally means
‘tiring out’ but is widely used in Syria to describe an array of negatively perceived
mental states ranging from sadness, to depression and mental health diseases. The
common denominator of these mental states is the indulgence in an individualised
affliction, which is perceived as an antisocial behaviour and thus challenges
communal solidarity. ‘All things are born small and grow up. Only pain is born large
and then gets smaller. Like the soap,” explained Umm Samir, pointing out that pain
gets smaller only through communal bonds and sharing. The reconciliation between
personal pain and communal solidarity comes from the communal embodiment and
sharing of pain that combines individual and social loss into a designated spatio-

temporal ceremonial ritual: A% usbii .

Although there has been adequate attention regarding the funeral ritual amongst the
Druze, almost nothing has been written about the pervasive and encompassing
weekly ritual of the Usbu'a that starts on the funeral day and goes on for a week.
While Hood (2007) does not even mention this custom, Khuri provides a
problematic description.” AL ushii* (lit. week) is a social ritual that lasts for a week
after the deceased’s funeral in which throughout most of the day and evening the

family of the deceased receives condolences and visits either in the mawgaf or, more

% <After a week, the family of the deceased holds a special ceremony in memory of the dead called a/-
usbu’ (the seventh day), during which they share a ‘sacrificial meal’; this brings a formal end to the
funeral ritual’ (IKhuri 2004: 230).
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often, in the house of the deceased. During the Usbx'a visitations, the deceased’s
family receives guests who come to offer condolences and spend time with the
bereaved family. Gender segregation is strictly followed in this occasion, through the
designation of separate rooms or more often houses, that accommodate female and
male guests (usually a near-by relative or neighbour provides their house which tends

to be used for the male visitors).

[April 7" 2009, 20:00] Girding the walls of a large living room space, thirty-two women dressed
with black clothes and white headscarves stood up as Umm Nidal and 1 entered the forth storey
apartment located on a road perpendicular to Sharia al-"Am. In the elevator, she instructed me to
say in formal Arabic ‘ana hzint kdr ; al-‘awad bi-salamatikom’ (I am very sad; may God
compensate [your sorrows| through well-being), yet the tragedy and unfamiliarity of the situation
made me uneasy at the first instance: women that 1 knew and that I did not know stood up, from
the left side of the room to the right. Was 1 to greet every one? Even the ones that are not relatives?
How wonld 1 know who's a relative and who is not?

Following Umm Nidal’s movements and taking cues from the standing women 1 soon realised that,
in death as well as in any social gathering in the Druge community of Jaramana, whenever a new
person arrives to the house all the people already there stand up and greet by shaking hands or,
depending on social proximity and gender, three kisses on the cheeks. Death is not an altogether
different situation, and the ritual etiquette that exists in everyday practices is further extenuated, as
salutations become condolences (ta‘azi) that are shared with everyone present, and by extension
within the whole of community and Druge religion. Death is not an ‘individual thing’ but a
commmunal affair of the highest degree, a practice that strengthens communal solidarity further through
the cosmological beliefs in human reincarnation.

Latifab, the deceased’s wife, was first on the line. Red eyes without tears, a posture of sad and
beautiful dignity, a woman in ber forties whose quiet pain and restraint filled the room. Afterwards,
Umm Nidal told me Took at his wife... She’s so young... Ya haram!” Next in the line was
Umime Hussein, the deceased’s sister. In her early fifties, Unm Hussein is a stunning woman, very
tall, beantiful, and usually very jovial. 1 was staggered by the redness of her eyes and her stark
transformation. I could hardly keep my tears. Yet I was most taken aback by Layla, the deceased’s
unmarried sister. Without sleep and with little food for the past days, Layla was tired and in
distress. She'd rock ber body forwards and backwards. 1 spent the better amount of three hours next
to her. She kept asking whether 1 remembered how we had danced together the night before her
brother died, and whether I had any brothers and sisters.

People sat silently, maybe quietly wiping up some stray tears, or talking in low voices and small
sentences to the person next to them. The physical geography of what was a spacious living room was
completely transformed: black-dressed women sitting on conches and on chairs covered the walls. The
women sat and a lound stillness sat with them: few words and sobs crosscutting the room, vocal and
mostly wordless presences. Contrary to the Arabic customs of hospitality, there were no offerings to
guests. Neither drink nor food existed in the sitting room — if someone wanted a drink or a snack
they discretely went to the kitchen or asked a child to bring them some water. It was like sitting and
waiting for tiredness to wear the body out, for pain and for realisation to conme.

[April 9" 2009] These were not songs... well, not exactly. They are stories (QiS as )... famous
and old, religions, mythological,’ replied Umm Nidal on onr way back from the mortuary house near
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midnight. When we arrived the living room was filled with black-dressed women. Somewhere in the
middle of the room, a woman in her seventies with henna dyed red hair would sing a stanza and then
the rest of the women would repeat in unison. I couldn’t understand much of what was said, but it
lasted around fifteen minutes and most of those present participated in the singing. Some women were
crying, while Layla was rocking her body, as if she was part of an ecstatic dhikhr performance.
Umim Nidal summarised the story for me:

A well-known, much respected family engages their only son; but he dies the day before his wedding
— he dies we don’t know why... from natural causes... Someone tells the departed’s bride-to-be to
take a big platter and to fill it up with food from a house where sadness has not entered. She
searches and searches and visits all the houses in the village, and none is happy. Finally she goes to
the house of her groom-to-be, sees the family distressed but no one tells her why. So, she goes and
cooks the food berself.’

The point of these stories is to lessen the pain (takhafif al-hazin) through stories that show that
everything that happens is God’s wish,” added Umm Nidal, noting that if I want 1 can take
Pphotographs for my research. 1 thanked her and said that I just wonld not feel comfortable to do
that.

The house was full with people, forty-five that I could count. The large living space was filled with
mostly middle-aged and older women, the small apartment kitchen was filled with people of a
younger age: the deceased’s teenage children, their peers, and their cousins. I was invited into the
kitchen where conversations and curiosities run high. 1 guess that my hosts think that it will be better
and more ‘relaxed’ for me to be in the company of people closer to my age. I am afraid that
sometimes my age, my ‘adoption’ and people’s care for me inbibit me from establishing a ‘research
role’ or an ‘academic profile,’ but 1 guess that always all research is intersubjective and a derivative of
the things that you want and you can explore within a specific contexct. In short, everything that
takes place is important and also varied according to the situation, age, gender, prestige. Besides, 1
wonld never do anything that could insult my hosts, and 1 have to lay my trust on to them in finding
out what is appropriate or not. For example: Visits to the house of the dead happen throughout the
day, in mornings as well as in evenings. 1 have asked Umm Nidal if she can take me with her when
she goes in the mornings but she’d been uneasy about it, stating, ‘Old people go in the morning.
Young girls like Mona and you come in the evening.’

Descending ont of the kitchen and into the living room many of the women had lefl, the circle now
was more familiar, more intimate. Layla was resting with her legs on a couch, other relatives were
sitting cross-legged. Tiredness and with it some calmness had started settling in, and conversations
were brief and unrelated to death. ‘And what can we do? 1ife goes on,” said Umim Nidal.

It was around ten-thirty when the men (brothers, brothers-in-law and cousins of the deceased)
arrived. The men were recezving condolences in a neighbours’ house near by. They brought platters of
Jfood, the women quickly set the table while the last visitors excused themselves amidst invitations to
Jjoin. Roasted rolls of minced meat with tomatoes, roasted chicken with vegetable, and different kinds
of salads were laid on the table along with Arabic bread and plastic plates and cutlery. We sat down
to eat, the food was delicious, but Latifah and Layla hardly ate some salad. What was left was
stored in the fridge and some of it went into plastic bags for other relatives to take home. We left at
midnight.

The ceremonial visits defining a/-usbit* emphasise life over death, community over

the individual: as the weekly visits shift the emphasis from the dead to the dead’s
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living relatives, they provide through this rite of passage the liminal communitas
(Turner 1995), which here is not a structural inversion of everyday powers but the
extenuation of certain ordinary practices located within the specific social habitus
(Sweet 1974; Bourdieu 2005 [1990]), and by way of shifting the emphasis to the
community aid in the incorporation process of the bereaved family. This process of
communitas and incorporation is done through the embodiment of both pain and
community expressed in the almost constant physical presence of the surrounding
other Druze bodies. Loss and community solidarity are simultaneously embodied by
the mere presence of other people as well as through practices of sharing food and
telling stoties (f1aki gisas). The physical tiredness that results from the constant
intersubjective interaction with others is perceived as an equivalent to exha