
The Ethno-Religious Tapestry of Afrin 
District Before 2010 
I. Introduction: The Ethno-Religious Mosaic of 
Pre-2010 Afrin 
A. Defining the Scope and Significance 

The Afrin District (manṭiqat Afrīn), situated in the northwestern part of Syria within the Aleppo 
Governorate 1, presented a complex and historically rich demographic landscape prior to 
2010. This report offers an in-depth analysis of the various ethnic and religious minorities 
residing in this region, focusing specifically on the period preceding the profound societal and 
political upheavals that commenced with the Syrian Civil War in 2011 and were further 
intensified by subsequent military interventions. While Afrin was predominantly Kurdish, it was 
also home to a notable array of minority communities whose presence contributed to its 
unique cultural fabric.2 Establishing a comprehensive understanding of this pre-2010 
demographic baseline is essential for accurately contextualizing the extensive transformations 
the region has since endured. 
Before the conflict, Afrin was distinguished as the "least Arabized of Syria's three distinctively 
Kurdish regions in the north".4 This relative insulation from the more intensive state-led 
Arabization campaigns observed in other Kurdish-populated areas of Syria, such as Jazira 
and Kobani 4, allowed Afrin to maintain a distinct demographic character. Contemporary 
accounts and historical analyses describe pre-conflict Afrin not merely as a Kurdish heartland 
but as a "model of religious and ethnic diversity" 2 and a "medley of diversity where Kurds, 
Arabs, Alawites, Turkomen, Circassians, Arnauts and different Christian denominations...lived 
on peaceful terms".3 This study endeavors to reconstruct this multifaceted environment, 
examining the minority groups, their settlement patterns, and their socio-political standing in 
an era that predates the large-scale disruptions that redefined the region. 
The description of Afrin as "overwhelmingly ethnic Kurdish" or even "homogeneously Kurdish" 
1 reflects the numerical dominance of the Kurdish population, who constituted a clear 
majority, with estimates ranging from 80% to as high as 97%.4 This demographic reality 
undoubtedly shaped the region's cultural and social identity. However, this numerical 
preponderance did not negate the existence of smaller, yet historically significant, minority 
communities. These groups, each with their own distinct identities, histories, and settlement 
patterns, were integral parts of Afrin's societal structure. The "diversity" often lauded in 
descriptions of pre-conflict Afrin 2 thus existed within, and was framed by, this predominantly 
Kurdish environment. Therefore, the pre-2010 reality of Afrin was one of a strong majority 
ethnic group coexisting with a recognized, albeit numerically smaller, constellation of 



minorities. This nuanced understanding is critical to avoid oversimplification and to appreciate 
the intricate social dynamics at play. The "homogeneity" often ascribed to Afrin is perhaps 
best understood as relative, particularly when compared to more deeply mixed governorates 
within Syria, rather than an indication of an absence of minority presence. 
Furthermore, Afrin's status as the "least Arabized" of Syria's Kurdish regions prior to 2011 4 
suggests a local environment that may have uniquely fostered the persistence and visibility of 
its specific minority groups. Unlike the Jazira and Kobani regions, which experienced 
significant state-led Arabization campaigns aimed at altering their demographic composition 
4, Afrin was largely "spared" the most intensive forms of these policies.4 This relative lack of 
direct and sustained state interference in its ethnic makeup likely contributed to the stability 
of its Kurdish majority and, by extension, provided a more secure setting for the minority 
communities historically integrated within it. For groups such as the Kurdish Alevis, who 
sought refuge in Afrin after fleeing persecution in Turkey 1, and the ancient Yazidi community, 
this environment may have been crucial for maintaining their presence and cultural integrity. 
Consequently, Afrin's pre-2010 demographic profile, including its diverse minorities, was 
shaped not only by ancient settlement patterns and migrations but also by its particular, 
somewhat insulated, historical trajectory within the Syrian state. 
B. Methodological Considerations and Source Limitations 

Reconstructing the precise demographic landscape of Afrin before 2010 is fraught with 
challenges, primarily stemming from the nature of official Syrian data collection. A significant 
limitation is the absence of official Syrian census data that provides a detailed breakdown of 
the population by ethnicity or specific religious affiliation. The Syrian state, as a matter of 
policy, did not recognize Kurds as a distinct ethnic group in its official statistics.4 This policy 
rendered official census figures inadequate for a nuanced study of minority groups, as it 
obscured the very presence of the region's majority and, by extension, its smaller ethnic and 
religious communities. 
As a result, this report relies on a synthesis of information drawn from a diverse array of 
non-state sources. These include academic publications focusing on Syrian society and 
Kurdish history, reports from international and local human rights organizations, analyses from 
research centers specializing in Middle Eastern affairs, journalistic investigations, and 
estimates provided by community representatives and local researchers. Population figures 
for minority groups are, therefore, frequently estimates rather than precise enumerations and 
will be presented with appropriate caveats regarding their origin, methodology (where 
known), and potential margins of error. The primary objective is to present the most reliable 
and consistent pre-2010 demographic data available within the reviewed materials, 
acknowledging the inherent limitations of such an endeavor. 
C. Overview of Minority Groups to be Discussed 

This report will systematically examine the available information on the key ethnic, religious, 
and ethno-religious minority groups that constituted part of Afrin District's diverse population 
before 2010. These communities include Arab populations, with varied histories of settlement; 



Turkmen communities, with ancient roots in specific localities; the Yazidi population, an 
ancient ethno-religious group with a significant presence; the Alevi community, predominantly 
Kurdish Alevis who found refuge and established a center in the region; and various Christian 
denominations, including Armenian and Evangelical Christian communities. For each group, 
the analysis will explore their historical presence, available demographic estimates, 
characteristic settlement patterns within the district, and, where information permits, aspects 
of their socio-cultural context and status prior to 2010. 

II. The Demographic Landscape of Afrin District Prior 
to 2010 
A. The Predominantly Kurdish Character of the Region 

Multiple sources consistently affirm that prior to the onset of the Syrian Civil War in 2011, the 
population of the Afrin District was overwhelmingly of ethnic Kurdish origin.1 This Kurdish 
dominance was a defining feature of the region. Estimates regarding the proportion of the 
Kurdish population vary but invariably point to a substantial majority. Kurdish sources, for 
instance, estimated that Kurds constituted at least 97 percent of Afrin's pre-war population.4 
Other scholarly and analytical accounts place the figure between 80 and 90 percent 6 or 
suggest that Kurdish speakers comprised 90 to 95 percent of the inhabitants.7 This 
demographic preponderance fundamentally shaped the cultural, social, and linguistic 
environment of the district. The area around Afrin was also recognized as a historical center 
for a distinctive Sufi Kurdish tradition, further underscoring its deep Kurdish cultural roots.1 

B. Population Data: Insights from the 2004 Census and Other 
Estimates 

Official Syrian census data provides some baseline figures for the total population of Afrin, 
though without the crucial ethnic or religious disaggregation. The Syrian General Census of 
Population and Housing conducted in 2004 reported a total population of 172,095 for the 
administrative unit of Afrin District (manṭiqat Afrīn).1 For the conceptually broader, though less 
formally defined at the time, "Afrin Canton," the population based on the same 2004 census 
was estimated to be around 200,000.1 

A significantly higher population figure for the Afrin district is cited from a 2010 census by 
Syria's Central Bureau of Statistics, which reportedly indicated a population of 523,000.4 This 
figure is stated to encompass the city of Afrin, six other subdistricts, and 366 villages.4 The 
substantial increase from the 172,095 recorded in 2004 for the administrative district warrants 
careful consideration. This discrepancy could be attributed to several factors: the 2010 figure 
might refer to a geographical area with different or expanded boundaries compared to the 
2004 administrative district; it could reflect significant natural population growth over six 
years; or, intriguingly, it might indicate early internal displacement into the relatively stable 
Afrin area even before the widespread conflict erupted in 2011. The available information does 



not offer definitive clarity on the precise scope and methodology behind this 2010 estimate. 
The potential for Afrin to have been experiencing significant in-migration or population 
pressures before the 2011 uprising, if the 2010 figure of 523,000 is accurate and pertains to a 
comparable geographical area as the 2004 figure, is noteworthy. While Afrin is widely 
acknowledged to have served as a safe haven for internally displaced persons (IDPs) during 
the Syrian Civil War 1, with one source mentioning 125,000 IDPs present since 2011 9, the high 
2010 population figure is for a pre-war year. This could suggest that Afrin's demographic 
landscape was not entirely static in the years leading up to 2010 and may have already been 
absorbing populations seeking refuge or better socio-economic conditions, perhaps 
foreshadowing its later role as a major host for IDPs. However, without further clarification on 
the 2010 data's parameters, this remains an area requiring cautious interpretation. 
A critical limitation of these official census figures is their lack of data on the ethnic or 
religious composition of the population.4 This omission was a direct consequence of the 
Syrian state's policy of not officially recognizing Kurds as a distinct ethnic group.4 This policy 
of "statistical invisibility" affected not only the Kurdish majority in Afrin but also, by extension, 
the smaller ethnic and religious minorities living among them. If the state did not enumerate 
its largest ethnic minority nationally (Kurds), it is highly improbable that it would have provided 
detailed official counts for even smaller groups like Turkmen, specific Christian 
denominations, or Yazidis within the Afrin district. This systemic lack of official disaggregated 
data compels any historical analysis of Afrin's specific ethnic and religious demographics to 
rely almost entirely on non-state estimates derived from researchers, community 
organizations, and non-governmental bodies. Consequently, there is no universally accepted, 
official demographic baseline for Afrin's minorities prior to 2010, which makes precise 
historical analysis challenging and complicates the verification of claims regarding 
subsequent demographic changes against a definitive historical record. 
Table 1: Official Population Figures for Afrin District/Canton (Pre-2011) 
 
Data Source 
(Year) 

Geographical 
Unit 

Reported 
Population 

Notes Snippet ID(s) 

Syrian Census 
(2004) 

Afrin District 
(manṭiqat Afrīn) 

172,095 Official census 
figure for the 
administrative 
district. 

1 

Syrian Census 
(2004) 

Afrin Canton 
(broader area) 

~200,000 Estimate based on 
the 2004 census 
for a wider 
conceptual area. 

1 

Syrian Census 
Estimate (2010) 

Afrin District (city, 
6 subdistricts, 366 
villages) 

523,000 Estimate cited by 
MEForum from 
CBS; scope may 
differ from 2004 
admin. district. 

4 



Note: Official Syrian censuses did not provide ethnic or religious breakdowns. 
C. Understanding "Kurdish": Inclusion of Alevis and Yazidis? 

The term "Kurdish" in the context of Afrin generally referred to individuals who identified 
ethnically as Kurdish. The majority of these ethnic Kurds adhered to Sunni Islam.7 However, the 
relationship between this broad ethnic category and specific ethno-religious groups like the 
Alevis and Yazidis is nuanced and requires careful delineation. 
Alevis: A significant Alevi presence in Afrin dates to the 1930s, when Kurdish Alevis, fleeing 
persecution by the Turkish Army during the Dersim Massacre, settled in the Maabatli area of 
the Afrin District.1 These Alevis are speakers of the Kurmanji dialect of Kurdish, the same 
dialect spoken by other Kurds in Afrin, and they report feeling a close cultural and communal 
connection with the broader Kurdish population.8 Thus, the Alevis in Afrin are generally 
understood to be Kurdish Alevis—a distinct religious community within the wider Kurdish 
ethnic group. 
Yazidis: Yazidis are frequently referred to as a distinct religious group and are sometimes 
listed separately from Kurds in demographic accounts of the region (e.g., "displaced Syrians 
of Kurdish, Yazidi, Arab and Turkmen ethnicity" 1). However, their ethnic origins are deeply 
intertwined with Kurdish identity. Some researchers, such as Marwan Barakat, have argued 
that "originally, the majority of Afrin Kurds were Yazidis" who, over extended periods, 
converted to Islam.11 The Yazidi community in Afrin historically permitted intermarriage with 
non-Yazidi Kurds, suggesting a degree of social and ethnic integration.11 Therefore, Yazidis in 
Afrin can be characterized as an ancient religious minority with strong ethnic connections to 
the Kurdish people. 

III. Ethnic Minorities in Afrin 
Beyond the predominant Kurdish population, Afrin District was home to several established 
ethnic minorities, notably Arab and Turkmen communities, each with distinct histories and 
settlement patterns. 
A. Arab Communities: Historical Presence, Settlements, and State 
Resettlement Impacts 

Arab communities constituted a recognized, though numerically small, minority in Afrin prior 
to 2010. Kurdish sources estimated that Arabs, together with Turkmen, accounted for 
approximately 3% of Afrin's pre-war population.4 A small Arab population was known to reside 
in Afrin city and in several villages and towns located on the surrounding plain before the civil 
war.7 The Arab presence in Afrin was not monolithic; rather, it comprised different layers 
reflecting varied histories of settlement and migration. 
Some Arab residents had historical ties to the region, while others had migrated from nearby 
areas, particularly from the Manbij district. Notable among these were families belonging to 
the al-Bubanna and al-Omeyrat clans.4 Additionally, nomadic Arab herders had a 
long-standing, albeit seasonal, presence, transiting through the Afrin area with their 



livestock.9 

A significant factor contributing to the Arab presence was direct state intervention in the form 
of resettlement policies implemented during the period of the United Arab Republic (UAR), the 
political union between Syria and Egypt from 1958 to 1961. During this time, the Syrian 
government resettled a number of Arab families in the Afrin region. These families were 
primarily relocated to Afrin city and the Jandaris subdistrict.9 Reports from local sources, such 
as a schoolteacher from Afrin, indicate that as part of local land reforms associated with 
these resettlement programs, Arab families—specifically from the 'Amirat tribe originating 
from the countryside east of Aleppo, and families from the Bubana tribe brought from the 
Menbij area—were given land in villages that had previously been inhabited predominantly or 
exclusively by Kurdish families.9 This state-directed resettlement represents a deliberate, 
albeit localized, demographic intervention that impacted land ownership patterns and 
inter-communal dynamics in parts of Afrin well before the 2010 timeframe. The village of 
Maryamin is also mentioned as a locality where Arab residents were concentrated, alongside 
Turkmen.4 

This multifaceted Arab presence—comprising long-standing families, groups who migrated 
from adjacent districts, seasonal nomadic herders, and, crucially, families resettled by the 
state—implies varied historical narratives and relationships with the land and the Kurdish 
majority. The state-settled Arab families, for instance, had a basis for their presence that was 
distinct from those whose families had lived in the region for generations or had migrated 
independently. This complexity is important for a nuanced understanding of pre-2010 
inter-communal relations and potential land tenure issues that may have existed. 
B. Turkmen Communities: Settlements and Historical Notes 

Turkmen represented another established ethnic minority in the Afrin District, often grouped 
with Arab communities in broader demographic estimates. For example, the combined figure 
of approximately 3% of Afrin's pre-war population included both Arabs and Turkmen.4 

The historical presence of Turkmen in specific parts of Afrin is well-documented. The village of 
Maryamin, located in the Afrin subdistrict (Nahiya Afrin), is explicitly identified as being 
inhabited by Turkmen, according to the 2004 census data.12 This identification is corroborated 
by much earlier historical accounts. The 13th-century Syrian geographer Yaqut al-Hamawi, in 
his renowned work Mu'jam al-Buldan (Dictionary of Countries), noted Maryamin as "a 
celebrated village of Aleppo inhabited by Turkomans".12 This reference underscores a deep 
historical continuity of Turkmen settlement in this particular locality, stretching back at least 
eight centuries. 
Maryamin thus stands out as the most consistently cited and historically attested Turkmen 
settlement within the Afrin District.4 While some sources discuss post-2018 efforts by Turkey 
to settle Turkmen in Afrin with the aim of creating a "Turkmen belt" along the border 13, these 
developments refer to a later period and involve different demographic dynamics than the 
indigenous Turkmen community historically rooted in villages like Maryamin before 2010. The 
broader historical presence of Turkic groups in northern Syria over many centuries provides a 
wider context for understanding the long-standing, localized Turkmen communities within 



Afrin.15 

The village of Maryamin's dual characterization—as a concentration point for both Arabs and 
Turkmen 4 and as a specifically Turkmen-inhabited village with ancient Turkmen roots 12—is 
noteworthy. This could suggest that Maryamin was predominantly Turkmen but also housed 
some Arab families, or that the two Sunni Muslim minority groups lived in close proximity 
within the same general area, perhaps reflecting a shared socio-economic space or 
intermarriage. Alternatively, broader categorizations might simplify a more complex local 
reality. This highlights the intricate local settlement patterns that are challenging to fully 
reconstruct without more granular, village-level demographic data from the pre-2010 period 
and points to a close historical relationship between these two minority groups in specific 
locales within Afrin. 

IV. Religious and Ethno-Religious Minorities in Afrin 
Afrin's demographic complexity was further enriched by the presence of distinct religious and 
ethno-religious minorities, including a significant Yazidi population, a notable Alevi (Kurdish 
Alevi) community, and various Christian denominations. 
A. The Yazidi Population: Ancient Roots, Demographic Estimates, and 
Key Areas of Settlement 

Yazidis have an ancient and deeply rooted presence in the Afrin region, forming one of its 
most historically significant minority communities. Their settlement in the area is believed by 
some to date as far back as the 12th century, with other accounts suggesting an even earlier 
presence, possibly linked to the time of the Medes.3 The landscape of Afrin is dotted with 
numerous Yazidi religious shrines and archaeological sites, such as Khirbet Lalesh in the Raco 
subdistrict and historical sites in the village of Marata, which serve as tangible evidence of this 
long and continuous history.11 Kurdish researcher Marwan Barakat has posited that, "originally, 
the majority of Afrin Kurds were Yazidis" who, over centuries, converted to Islam due to 
various socio-political pressures, including processes of Islamization.11 Prior to 2018, Afrin was 
recognized as hosting the largest and most contiguous Yazidi enclave within Syria and 
constituted the most significant Yazidi minority population outside of Iraq.3 

Demographic estimates for the Yazidi population in Afrin before the major conflicts of the 
2010s vary, reflecting the general absence of precise official data. One estimate suggests a 
Yazidi population of between 50,000 and 60,000 in Afrin before 2011.11 Another commonly 
cited figure places the number of Yazidis living in Afrin at 20,000 to 30,000 before the 
Turkish military operation in 2018; this latter figure is often used as a pre-conflict baseline.8 

Yazidi settlements were historically widespread across the Afrin District. At the beginning of 
the 20th century, there were reportedly as many as 58 Yazidi villages in the region.11 In the 
period leading up to 2010 (and similarly before 2018), Yazidis resided in approximately 22 to 
23 mixed villages, where they lived alongside other communities, as well as in Afrin city 
center.3 Several villages were identified as being purely or predominantly Yazidi. These 
included Bafloun, Qibar, Qatmeh, Basoufan, and Shadeira.3 Other villages known to have 



significant Yazidi populations were located in the region between Afrin city and Mount Simon 
(Jabal Semaan), such as Baadi, Barad, Kimar, Iska, Ghazzawiya, Burj Abdalo, and Ain Dara.8 
The Yazidi village of Qestel Cindu had reportedly been attacked by Islamist groups as early as 
2013.8 

The Yazidi community in Afrin was generally described as relatively open, with practices such 
as intermarriage with non-Yazidi Kurds being allowed, indicating a degree of social integration 
within the broader Kurdish societal fabric.11 Accounts from the pre-conflict era suggest that 
Yazidis generally lived in "peaceful communal coexistence" with other ethnic and religious 
groups in Afrin. The region was often characterized as an "oasis of religious freedom," where 
there had reportedly "never been communal prejudice against Yazidis".11 However, the 
historical process of conversion to Islam, sometimes rationalized as seeking a "shield of 
protection," points to underlying societal pressures and vulnerabilities that the community 
may have faced over time.11 This dynamic of conversion suggests that while day-to-day 
relations may have been tolerant, the Yazidi community was not entirely insulated from 
broader historical forces that could influence religious affiliation. 
B. The Alevi (Kurdish Alevi) Community: Origins, Concentration in 
Maabatli, and Distinct Identity 

The Alevi community in Afrin, primarily consisting of Kurdish Alevis, has a significant historical 
connection to the region, largely shaped by displacement and refuge. Their presence is 
notably linked to the aftermath of the Dersim Massacre in Turkey in the 1930s. Kurdish Alevis 
fleeing this persecution found sanctuary and established settlements in the Maabatli (also 
known as Mabeta) sub-district of Afrin.1 Over time, Maabatli, situated approximately 14 
kilometers northwest of Afrin city, evolved into the principal center for the Alevi community in 
the district.8 Many Alevis from various parts of Turkey continued to find refuge in Afrin in 
subsequent periods.8 

In terms of demographics, before the Syrian revolt began in 2011, the Maabatli sub-district 
alone was estimated to have a population of around 12,000 people, the majority of whom 
adhered to the Alevi faith.8 This indicates a substantial and concentrated Alevi population in 
this specific area. Some broader demographic estimates for the post-2012 entity of "Afrin 
canton" suggest an Alevi population share of around 4% 16; however, the direct applicability of 
this percentage to the pre-2010 administrative district of Afrin is uncertain and requires 
cautious interpretation, particularly as the "canton" designation arose after the period under 
review and may have encompassed different geographical boundaries or demographic shifts. 
The cultural and religious identity of Afrin's Alevis is distinctly Kurdish Alevi. They primarily 
speak the Kurmanji dialect of Kurdish, the same dialect used by other Kurdish communities in 
the region, and they express a strong sense of cultural and communal affiliation with the 
broader Kurdish population.8 While many Alevis identify as Muslims in a broad sense, they 
often advocate for recognition as an independent religious tradition. They strictly reject the 
imposition of Islamic Sharia law, and many mainstream Islamic rituals and practices do not 
play a central role in their religious life.8 Alevism, as practiced in Afrin and elsewhere, 



emphasizes principles such as gender equality; men and women typically pray together in 
communal gathering houses known as "Cem" houses, and women are not traditionally 
required to wear headscarves.8 The prominent Kurdish Alevi leader and intellectual, Dr. Nuri 
Dersimi (1892-1973), himself a refugee from the Dersim region, found a new home in Afrin. He 
worked as a veterinarian in Aleppo and chose to be buried in a cemetery near Afrin city, a 
testament to the region's significance for the Alevi community and its diaspora.8 

Despite being a numerical minority within the broader Afrin district, the Alevi community 
reportedly played a significant role in the political, cultural, and economic life of the region 
before the major conflicts. Notably, Muhammad Ali Khojah, an Alevi from Afrin, was one of the 
founders of the first "Kurdish Democratic Party" in Syria, indicating Alevi participation in early 
Kurdish political organizing.8 

C. Christian Denominations: Estimated Presence, Including Armenian 
and Evangelical Communities 

Christians constituted another minority group within the diverse religious landscape of 
pre-2010 Afrin, with a history of various denominations having a presence in the region. 
Historical accounts describe Afrin as part of a "medley of diversity" that included, among 
others, Armenians, Nestorians (Assyrians of the Church of the East), Orthodox Christians, 
Greeks, Arameans (Syriacs), and Melkites.3 

Precise overall population figures for Christians in Afrin district before 2010 are scarce. One 
source, referencing a tweet by @markmonmonier, suggests a Christian population of 6% in 
what is termed "Afrin canton".16 However, the reliability of this figure for the pre-2010 
administrative district is questionable due to the informal nature of its sourcing and the fact 
that the "Afrin Canton" as a political entity was declared in 2014, after the period under 
review.18 Such figures may reflect post-2010 demographic realities, potentially including IDP 
movements or different geographical delimitations. 
More specific information is available for certain Christian groups. The Evangelical Christian 
Union Church estimated that approximately 200 to 250 Christian families, totaling around 
1,200 individuals, were living in Afrin before the Turkish military invasion of 2018.8 While this 
estimate pertains to a pre-2018 timeframe, it is often considered indicative of the Christian 
population size in the pre-conflict period leading up to 2010. 
Armenian Christians are mentioned as part of a 1% "other" ethnic category in some 
demographic breakdowns of "Afrin canton".16 The general Armenian population in Syria was 
estimated to be around 100,000 in 2010, with primary concentrations in major urban centers 
such as Aleppo, Qamishli, and Damascus.19 Specific pre-2010 population figures for 
Armenians residing within Afrin district are not explicitly provided in the available research 
material, nor are particular Armenian villages in Afrin identified.1 If a settled Armenian 
community existed in Afrin district, it was likely small and perhaps concentrated in Afrin town 
rather than in distinct rural settlements. 
Evangelical Christians, as noted above, are estimated by their own church body to have 
numbered around 1,200 individuals (200-250 families) in Afrin prior to 2018.8 This represents 



the most concrete population figure available for any specific Christian denomination in Afrin 
for the pre-conflict era. 
Regarding Assyrian Christians, there is no specific information in the provided sources 
detailing established Assyrian communities or villages within the Afrin district before 2010. 
The major historical and modern Assyrian presence in Syria has been concentrated further 
east, primarily in Al-Hasakah Governorate, particularly in the Khabour River valley, and cities 
like Qamishli and Tell Tamer.15 While one source lists "Nestorians" (historically associated with 
the Assyrian Church of the East) and "Arameans (or Syriacs)" as having been part of Afrin's 
historical diversity 3, this may refer to the broader historical region encompassing Afrin or to 
transient individuals or very small, less documented groups, rather than distinct, settled 
Assyrian communities with villages in the Afrin district itself. Any Assyrian presence in Afrin 
district before 2010 was likely very small and subsumed within the general Christian minority. 
The presence of both Alevis who fled persecution in Turkey to find safety in Afrin 1 and a large, 
ancient Yazidi community that maintained a significant presence 3 underscores Afrin's dual 
role. It was not only a historical settlement area for various groups but also functioned as a 
relative sanctuary for non-Sunni Muslim communities, particularly those facing existential 
threats elsewhere. The Kurdish Alevis specifically chose Afrin (Maabatli) as a refuge after the 
traumatic Dersim events in Turkey 1, indicating a perception of Afrin as a comparatively safer 
or more accommodating environment. Simultaneously, the Yazidi community, practitioners of 
an ancient faith often subjected to persecution throughout history, maintained a significant 
and geographically widespread presence in Afrin, described as the largest Yazidi enclave in 
Syria.3 The reported local tolerance and characterization of Afrin as an "oasis of religious 
freedom" 11 likely contributed significantly to the ability of these distinct religious identities to 
persist and, in the case of the Alevis, to establish new homes. This suggests that Afrin's social 
fabric, dominated by a Kurdish population that was itself experiencing pressures from the 
Syrian state, may have inadvertently or intentionally fostered an environment more conducive 
to the survival of these distinct religious identities compared to other regions with different 
historical or political dynamics. 
Table 2: Estimated Populations and Key Settlements of Religious & Ethno-Religious 
Minorities in Afrin (Pre-2010/Pre-Conflict) 
 
Minority Group Estimated 

Population/Perce
ntage 

Key Settlement 
Areas/Villages 

Basis of Estimate 
& Timeframe 

Snippet ID(s) 

Yazidis 50,000-60,000 
or 
20,000-30,000 

Approx. 22-23 
villages (e.g., 
Bafloun, Qibar, 
Qatmeh, 
Basoufan, 
Shadeira as purely 
Yazidi; also Ain 
Dara, etc.), Afrin 

Estimates from 
community 
sources/researche
rs, pre-2011 or 
pre-2018 (used as 
pre-conflict 
baseline) 

3 



city 
Alevis (Kurdish) ~12,000 in 

Maabatli 
sub-district 

Maabatli 
sub-district (main 
center) 

Community/resear
cher estimates, 
pre-Syrian revolt 
(pre-2011) 

8 

Christians 
(Evangelical) 

~1,200 individuals 
(200-250 
families) 

Afrin town/district Evangelical 
Christian Union 
Church estimate, 
pre-2018 (used as 
pre-conflict 
baseline) 

8 

Christians 
(Overall) 

Potentially 6% of 
"Afrin Canton" 
(reliability 
uncertain) 

Afrin town/district Tweet cited in 16; 
applicability to 
pre-2010 
administrative 
district and 
reliability are 
questionable. 

16 

Armenians (within 
Christian) 

Small numbers, 
part of 1% "other" 
in "Afrin Canton" 

Likely Afrin town if 
settled 

General estimate; 
specific pre-2010 
district figures are 
lacking. 

16 

Note: Population estimates are largely from non-official sources and vary. "Afrin Canton" 
figures post-date the pre-2010 scope and may not accurately reflect the administrative 
district's earlier demographics. 

V. The Socio-Political Environment for Minorities in 
Pre-2010 Afrin 
The socio-political environment for minorities in Afrin before 2010 was shaped by a complex 
interplay of Syrian state policies, which were often discriminatory towards the Kurdish 
population, and local inter-community dynamics, which were frequently characterized by 
tolerance and coexistence. 
A. Syrian State Policies: Non-Recognition, Arabization, and 
Discriminatory Legislation 

The Syrian state's approach to its Kurdish population, who formed the majority in Afrin, had 
profound implications for the entire district, including its minorities. A cornerstone of this 
approach was the official policy of non-recognition of Kurdish ethnic identity.4 Kurds were 
often described as the "most marginalized group" in Syria.10 This systemic denial of ethnic 
identity created a pervasive atmosphere of insecurity and disenfranchisement. Across Syria, 
hundreds of thousands of Kurds were denied citizenship, classified as "ajanib" (foreigners) or 



"maktoumeen" (unregistered), rendering them stateless and depriving them of basic civil 
rights, including the right to own property, access state employment, or travel freely.10 

While Afrin was reportedly the "least Arabized" of Syria's Kurdish regions 4, it was not entirely 
immune to state-led Arabization efforts. The Ba'athist government, in power from 1963, 
pursued policies aimed at altering the demographic and cultural landscape of Kurdish areas. 
The most notorious of these was the "Arab Belt" project initiated in the 1970s in Hasaka 
province, which involved confiscating Kurdish lands and resettling Arab families.4 In Afrin, 
earlier instances of state-sponsored demographic change occurred during the United Arab 
Republic (1958-1961), when Arab families were resettled into the district, accompanied by land 
redistribution programs that affected existing Kurdish inhabitants.9 More broadly, Kurdish 
society in the Afrin district was subjected to what has been described as "heavy-handed 
Arabization policies by the Damascus government" over decades.1 

Beyond these overarching policies, specific discriminatory legislation and practices further 
constrained the rights and opportunities of the Kurdish population and, by extension, shaped 
the environment in Afrin: 

● Decree No. 49 (enacted September 2008): This legislative act had a particularly 
severe impact on Afrin due to its extensive border with Turkey. The decree intensified 
existing prohibitions on the transfer of property and housing within 25 kilometers of 
international borders without explicit permission from central government authorities, 
including security agencies.9 For Kurds, obtaining such permission was exceptionally 
difficult, if not impossible. Consequently, it became extremely challenging for 
homeowners in Afrin's border regions to obtain official housing deeds (known as tabu 
akhdar or "green taboo"), effectively rendering their property rights precarious and 
creating widespread tenure insecurity.9 This legal framework, established well before 
2010, can be seen as a latent instrument of dispossession, creating systemic 
vulnerability regarding land and property rights for a significant portion of Afrin's 
population. It effectively meant that many residents could not legally secure, register, or 
transfer their property, despite generations of occupancy, thereby undermining their 
economic stability and attachment to their land. 

● Language and Cultural Suppression: The Kurdish language was officially prohibited in 
public life, including in government institutions and schools. There were no 
state-sponsored Kurdish schools, and Kurdish students were forbidden from learning in 
their native tongue. Even private initiatives to teach or study the Kurdish language were 
deemed illegal and could lead to arrest and prosecution.10 Kurdish cultural activities, 
including the celebration of festivals like Newroz (the Kurdish New Year), were heavily 
restricted, and individuals could be arrested for displaying Kurdish cultural symbols, 
such as the colors of the Kurdish flag.10 

● Political Repression: All Kurdish political parties were outlawed, as were any political 
organizations operating outside the framework of the ruling Ba'ath party. Participation 
in banned Kurdish political parties, advocating for Kurdish rights, or engaging in 
activities perceived as promoting Kurdish separatism often led to arrest, detention, 
torture, and lengthy prison sentences.10 This systematic repression aimed to stifle any 



form of independent Kurdish political expression. 
B. Local Dynamics: Coexistence and Inter-Community Relations 

Despite the challenging and often repressive environment created by Syrian state policies, 
particularly those targeting the Kurdish population, numerous accounts from the pre-2010 
era describe the local inter-community relations within Afrin in predominantly positive terms. 
There appears to have been a significant disconnect between the top-down pressures 
emanating from the central state and the day-to-day social interactions among Afrin's diverse 
inhabitants. 
Afrin was frequently characterized by observers and residents as a "model of religious and 
ethnic diversity." It was a region where various communities—including Muslims 
(predominantly Sunni Kurds, but also Arabs and Turkmen), Alawites, Yazidis, and different 
Christian denominations (including Armenians and Evangelicals)—had lived together in what 
was often described as "peaceful communal coexistence" for many decades.2 

The region was also referred to as an "oasis of religious freedom".8 This was particularly noted 
concerning groups like the Yazidis, against whom there was reportedly "never communal 
prejudice" in Afrin, allowing them to practice their ancient faith with a degree of openness not 
always possible elsewhere.11 The general atmosphere was often described as being shaped by 
a "tolerant Muslim population," which, in the context of Afrin, primarily referred to the majority 
Sunni Kurds.8 

This apparent local harmony suggests the existence of a resilient social compact within Afrin 
that, to some extent, mitigated or operated in parallel to the discrimination and 
marginalization imposed by the central state. The shared experience of living in a 
predominantly Kurdish region that was itself subject to state pressures might have fostered a 
degree of mutual accommodation, solidarity, or simply a pragmatic understanding among its 
diverse inhabitants. This dichotomy between state-level repression and local-level tolerance 
indicates that state policies did not fully permeate or dictate the intricacies of inter-communal 
relations on the ground. The local social fabric of Afrin appears to have exhibited a notable 
resilience and maintained distinct characteristics of coexistence even under a broadly 
repressive state regime. The subsequent breakdown of this coexistence following the events 
of 2011 and particularly after 2018 thus represents a profound rupture of these 
long-established local norms, rather than merely an extension or intensification of 
pre-existing state policies. 

VI. Conclusion 
The Afrin District of Syria, prior to 2010, presented a demographic profile characterized by a 
predominant Kurdish majority alongside a diverse array of smaller, yet historically significant, 
ethnic and religious minority communities. While official Syrian census data from 2004 
provided a total population figure of 172,095 for the administrative district, it critically lacked 
any ethnic or religious disaggregation, a consequence of the state's policy of not recognizing 
Kurdish ethnicity. This necessitated a reliance on non-state estimates to reconstruct the 
presence and scale of minority groups. 



Ethnic minorities included Arab communities, whose presence was layered—comprising 
long-standing families, migrants from adjacent regions like Manbij (notably from the 
al-Bubanna and al-Omeyrat clans), seasonal nomadic herders, and, significantly, families 
resettled by the state during the UAR period (1958-1961) in areas like Afrin city and Jandaris. 
Turkmen communities, with ancient roots exemplified by the village of Maryamin (a 
documented Turkoman settlement since the 13th century), also formed a distinct minority, 
often estimated alongside Arabs to constitute around 3% of the population. 
Religious and ethno-religious minorities were prominent. The Yazidi population, with an 
ancient connection to the land, was estimated to number between 20,000 and 60,000, 
residing in numerous villages, some purely Yazidi (like Bafloun, Qibar, Qatmeh, Basoufan, and 
Shadeira) and others mixed. The Kurdish Alevi community, largely descended from refugees 
fleeing the Dersim events in Turkey in the 1930s, was concentrated in the Maabatli 
sub-district, numbering around 12,000, and maintained a distinct cultural and religious 
identity while feeling closely connected to the broader Kurdish ethnicity. Christian 
denominations, including Armenians and a notable Evangelical Christian community of 
approximately 1,200 individuals, also contributed to Afrin's diversity, though precise figures 
for all Christian groups are elusive. 
The socio-political environment was marked by a stark contrast. The Syrian state subjected 
the Kurdish population to policies of non-recognition, cultural and linguistic suppression, 
political repression, and discriminatory legislation such as Decree No. 49 of 2008, which 
severely undermined land and property rights in border areas like Afrin. Despite this top-down 
pressure, local inter-community relations within Afrin were widely reported as tolerant and 
characterized by peaceful coexistence. Afrin was often described as an "oasis of religious 
freedom," particularly for non-Sunni groups like Yazidis and Alevis, suggesting a resilient local 
social compact that fostered diversity. 
Understanding this pre-2010 baseline—a predominantly Kurdish region with a complex 
tapestry of integrated minorities living under a repressive state but maintaining local traditions 
of tolerance—is crucial. It provides the necessary context for analyzing the profound 
demographic and social transformations that have occurred in Afrin since the onset of the 
Syrian Civil War and subsequent military interventions, which have drastically altered this 
long-standing ethno-religious mosaic. The relative stability and unique demographic 
character of Afrin, shaped by its history as a refuge and its partial insulation from more 
intensive Arabization campaigns, were fundamentally challenged by these later events. 
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