
Important Tribes of the Afrin Region 
Before 2010: A Socio-Historical Analysis 
I. Introduction 
Overview of the Afrin Region (Kurd Dagh): Geography and Historical 
Significance 

The Afrin region, situated in the northwestern corner of Syria's Aleppo governorate and 
sharing extensive borders with Turkey to the north and west, possesses a distinct 
geographical and historical identity.1 Known historically and locally as Kurd Dagh, meaning 
"Mountain of the Kurds," the name itself underscores the deep-rooted Kurdish presence in 
the area.1 The landscape is characterized by fertile valleys, notably the Afrin River valley which 
bisects the main city, rolling hills, and mountainous terrain, contributing to its picturesque 
quality and agricultural richness, particularly in olive cultivation.1 

The region's history stretches back millennia, with evidence of human settlement dating to the 
early Neolithic period.6 It formed part of ancient Roman Syria, known then as Ufrenus, a name 
from which the Arabic Afrīn and Kurdish Efrîn likely derive.5 Over centuries, it was incorporated 
into various empires and administrative divisions, including the Ottoman Vilayet of Aleppo.6 
Scholarly accounts suggest a continuous Kurdish presence dating back to antiquity. René 
Dussaud posits Kurdish settlement since ancient times, while Stefan Sperl suggests origins 
potentially reaching back to the Seleucid era, with Kurds serving as mercenaries and archers 
along routes to Antioch.6 By the time of the Crusades in the late 11th century, the Kurd 
Mountains were demonstrably Kurdish-inhabited.6 The region also fostered a unique 
expression of Sufi-influenced "Kurdish Islam," noted for a degree of tolerance and less rigid 
adherence to religious conventions compared to surrounding areas.1 The modern town of 
Afrin emerged as a market center in the 19th century and saw further development under the 
French Mandate following the dissolution of the Ottoman Empire and the drawing of the 
Syria-Turkey border in 1923, which administratively separated Afrin from the Kilis province.5 
This deep historical layering and distinct geographical setting provide the essential backdrop 
for understanding the long-standing importance and complex nature of Afrin's tribal 
communities prior to the upheavals of the 21st century. 
The Centrality of Tribal Structures in Pre-2010 Afrin Society 

Tribal affiliation and organization have historically formed a cornerstone of Kurdish society 
across Kurdistan, including in Syria.11 These structures, typically based on patrilineal descent, 
grouped households into lineages, clans, and broader tribal confederations (Aşiret, Hoz, etc.), 
forming socio-political and often territorial units.12 In Afrin, the significance and form of these 



tribal structures evolved considerably over time, particularly during the 20th century. 
Some analyses, notably referencing the work of Roger Lescot in the 1930s, suggest that tribal 
identities in Kurd Dagh had become "quite weak" and ceased to play a relevant role in formal 
local social or political organization after the French Mandate period.15 This perspective likely 
reflects the decline of large, autonomous tribal confederations as major political actors 
capable of challenging state authority, a process accelerated by the consolidation of the 
modern Syrian state and its administrative apparatus. 
However, this view contrasts sharply with detailed local histories and ethnographic accounts, 
particularly those documented by scholars like Dr. Muhammad Abdo Ali, which provide 
extensive evidence of the continued importance of specific tribes, their leadership structures 
(headed by figures known as Aghas), their designated territories and villages, and their active 
roles in political and social events well into the 20th century and leading up to 2010.16 The 
Ottoman state, for instance, had actively engaged with tribal structures, often strengthening 
the position of tribal leaders (Aghas) by granting titles and responsibilities, thereby integrating 
them into the imperial administration while simultaneously using them to exert control.18 This 
legacy of Agha influence, rooted in tribal lineage but increasingly tied to land ownership and 
local power, persisted long after the Ottoman collapse. 
Therefore, a nuanced understanding suggests that while the overarching political power of 
large tribal confederations may have diminished under state centralization, tribal identity, 
lineage affiliation, and the influence of notable Agha families remained significant elements of 
Afrin's social fabric before 2010. The persistence of powerful Agha families, controlling land 
and local affairs, indicates that kinship and historical tribal connections continued to shape 
social status, economic relations, and community organization, even as formal political 
structures evolved.18 The varying assessments of tribal strength likely reflect different 
analytical focal points – the decline of supra-local tribal political autonomy versus the 
enduring significance of lineage and local power structures. The very existence of detailed 
genealogies and tribal histories points to the continued relevance of these identities for the 
people of Afrin themselves.16 

Brief Note on Methodology: Synthesizing Multilingual Sources for a 
Pre-Conflict Baseline 

This report synthesizes information from a diverse range of sources, including academic 
publications, historical texts, ethnographic studies, and journalistic accounts, accessed in 
multiple languages, primarily English and Arabic, as necessitated by the available material. A 
significant body of the most detailed information regarding specific Afrin tribes, their 
sub-clans, leadership structures, villages, and historical interactions derives from 
Arabic-language scholarship, often drawing on local historical knowledge and oral traditions.16 
The work attributed to Dr. Muhammad Abdo Ali, frequently referenced in these sources, 
appears particularly foundational for reconstructing the intricate tribal map of pre-2010 
Afrin.17 

The primary objective is to establish a comprehensive and detailed baseline understanding of 
the tribal composition and social organization of the Afrin region before the onset of the 



Syrian Civil War in 2011 and the subsequent Turkish-led military operations ("Euphrates 
Shield" 2016-17, "Olive Branch" 2018, "Peace Spring" 2019).2 These events triggered profound 
demographic shifts, forced displacement, and violent disruptions that fundamentally altered 
the social, political, and economic landscape of Afrin.2 Documenting the pre-2010 reality is 
therefore crucial for understanding the region's heritage and the scale of the subsequent 
transformations. Ethnographic principles, emphasizing the understanding of social structures 
and cultural norms from within the community's perspective, inform the analysis of these 
historical sources.36 

II. The Socio-Demographic Tapestry of Afrin Before 
2010 
A. Predominantly Kurdish Heartland: Ethnic Composition and Identity 

Prior to the Syrian Civil War and subsequent Turkish interventions, the Afrin district stood out 
as one of the most distinctly Kurdish regions in Syria. Numerous sources describe it as 
overwhelmingly, even "homogeneously," Kurdish.1 Estimates from Kurdish sources placed the 
Kurdish proportion of the population at 97% or higher before the war 26, with other reports 
suggesting figures between 90% and 96%.2 The official Syrian census of 2004 recorded the 
district's total population at approximately 200,000, but it notably omitted data on ethnicity, 
reflecting the Syrian state's policy of not recognizing Kurds as a distinct national group.8 

Compared to Syria's other Kurdish-majority regions, Jazira and Kobani (Ayn al-Arab), Afrin 
was considered the least affected by the Arabization policies pursued by successive Syrian 
governments since the mid-20th century.3 These policies, particularly intense in the Jazira 
region under the Ba'ath party, involved land confiscation from Kurdish owners and 
resettlement of Arab families, often justified by claims that Kurds were recent immigrants from 
Turkey.3 While Afrin experienced some state-sponsored settlement of Arab families, 
particularly during the United Arab Republic period (1958-1961) and linked to land reforms – 
notably involving families from the 'Amirat and Bubana tribes originating from east of Aleppo 
and Manbij – the scale was significantly less than elsewhere, allowing Afrin to retain its strong 
Kurdish demographic character.26 

Despite the overwhelming Kurdish majority, Afrin was not entirely monolithic. Small, 
established Arab and Turkmen minorities resided in the region, often concentrated in specific 
villages such as Maryamin.1 The presence of Arab clans like al-Bubanna and al-Omeyrat, who 
had historical connections to the Manbij area, is documented.26 This demographic makeup – a 
dominant Kurdish population with long-established, albeit small, non-Kurdish communities – 
shaped Afrin's unique identity. The relative homogeneity likely fostered a strong sense of 
regional Kurdish identity and cultural resilience, yet the presence of other groups and the 
shadow of state Arabization policies added layers of complexity to the socio-political 
landscape, potentially creating specific local dynamics in mixed villages or shared resource 
areas. The fact that historical accounts acknowledge both the Kurdish dominance and the 



existence of these minorities indicates their recognized, if numerically small, role in the 
pre-2010 social fabric.1 

B. Religious Landscape 

The religious composition of Afrin before 2010 was predominantly Muslim, but with significant 
and historically rooted minority communities, contributing to a reputation for relative 
tolerance. 
1. Sunni Islam and Kurdish Society: 
The majority of Afrin's Kurdish population adhered to Sunni Islam, generally following the 
Hanafi school of jurisprudence, as was common among many of the region's tribes like the 
Shikak and Rashwan.7 However, Islam in Afrin was distinctively shaped by a strong Sufi 
influence, leading to what has been described as a unique form of "Kurdish Islam".8 This 
tradition was often characterized by greater secular tolerance and less strict adherence to 
orthodox religious conventions compared to neighboring regions.1 It was noted that Afrin had 
fewer mosques relative to its population than other parts of Syria.1 While formal religious 
practice might have been less emphasized for some, vibrant Sufi networks and communities 
thrived, playing a role in mediating between urban (Aleppo) and rural ('Afrin) spheres and 
providing spaces for social and cultural connection.1 This specific religious environment, 
blending Sunni Islam with Sufi traditions and a degree of local secularism, likely contributed to 
the relatively peaceful coexistence of different religious groups within the region prior to 
2010. 
2. The Yezidi Community: Ancient Roots and Social Organization. 
Afrin was a historical heartland for Syria's Yezidi community, hosting one of the country's 
largest and most contiguous Yezidi populations.1 Population estimates before the Syrian war 
vary, ranging from 5,000-15,000 1 to 20,000-30,000.42 Their presence in the region is 
ancient, with some traditions tracing it back to the Median era, and they are considered an 
autochthonous people of the area.1 
Historically, Yezidis inhabited a significant number of villages in Afrin. At the beginning of the 
20th century, nearly 58 villages were identified as Yezidi, although this number decreased 
over time due to various pressures, including conversions and migration.41 By 2018, prior to 
the Turkish invasion, Yezidis were concentrated in 23 villages across the Shera, Sherawa, and 
Jinderis sub-districts, as well as in Afrin city center. Several villages, such as Bafloun 
(Baflûnê), Qibar, Qatmeh, Basoufan (Basûfan), and Shadeira, were known to be exclusively or 
almost exclusively Yezidi.1 Geographically, these villages often formed clusters, particularly in 
the eastern and southern parts of Afrin, extending from Qastal Jindo in the north towards 
Mount Leiloun (Jebel Seman) in the south, creating a distinct Yezidi territorial presence.41 This 
geographical concentration likely facilitated the preservation of their unique social and 
religious structures and fostered a strong communal identity. 
Yezidi society possesses a well-defined traditional social structure based on a hereditary 
caste system, comprising three main groups: the Sheikhs (spiritual leaders divided into 
Şemsanî, Adanî, and Qatanî lineages), the Pirs (another hereditary priestly caste), and the 
Murids (the lay majority).43 Religious and political authority is hierarchical, headed by the Mîr 



(Prince) of Sheikhan (secular and religious head) and the Babê Şêx (highest spiritual leader).43 
Strict rules of endogamy forbid marriage outside the community and, traditionally, even 
between castes.44 While overwhelmingly Kurmanji-speaking and sharing ethnic ties with the 
broader Kurdish population 44, Yezidis maintain a distinct religious identity rooted in ancient 
traditions.44 Some Yezidis prefer to be identified as a separate ethno-religious group due to 
these distinctions and historical experiences.46 Under successive Syrian governments before 
2011, Yezidis faced marginalization and lacked official recognition as an independent religion; 
legally, they were often categorized as Muslims and required to adhere to Islamic personal 
status laws.41 The Yezidi community, therefore, represented an ancient, integral, yet vulnerable 
component of Afrin's diverse social fabric, maintaining its distinct structures and traditions 
within the predominantly Kurdish Muslim environment. 
3. The Alevi Community: Presence and Distinctive Features. 
Afrin was also home to a notable Alevi community, distinguished by being Kurdish-speaking 
(Kurmanji), possibly the only such community in Syria.1 Alevism itself is a distinct religious 
tradition with roots in mystical Islam (Sufism) and reverence for Ali, but with beliefs and 
practices significantly different from mainstream Sunni or Shia Islam.49 Kurdish Alevism 
possesses unique features compared to Turkish Alevism, including different emphases on 
religious figures (Pir Sultan Abdal over Haji Bektash Veli) and potentially stronger links to 
nature veneration or older regional beliefs like Yarsanism and Yazidism.53 
The Alevi presence in Afrin developed over centuries, primarily through migration from 
Anatolia, often driven by persecution.1 A significant influx occurred following the suppression 
of the Dersim uprising in Turkey in 1937-1938, with many refugees finding sanctuary in Afrin.1 
One prominent figure who found refuge was Dr. Nuri Dersimi, a leader of the Kurdish freedom 
movement, who later died and was buried near Afrin.42 The community became concentrated 
mainly in the Ma'abatli (Mabata) sub-district, northwest of Afrin city.1 Population estimates 
before 2010 vary, with figures ranging from a "few thousand" up to 15,000 inhabitants, 
though the lower estimate is often considered more plausible based on the census data for 
Ma'abatli.1 

Alevi social organization is traditionally based on hereditary sacred lineages known as ocax 
("hearth"), with members called ocakzades. Religious leadership roles include the dede 
(grandfather/spiritual guide), pir, and murşîd, positions typically passed down through specific 
families.50 The lay members are known as taliw.54 Alevis practice communal worship 
ceremonies called cem, often involving music and dance, held in cemevi (assembly houses), 
and emphasize moral norms over strict adherence to orthodox Islamic rituals like daily prayers 
or Ramadan fasting.49 Gender equality is often highlighted as a feature of Alevi communities, 
with women participating alongside men in religious ceremonies.42 

Despite being a minority, Afrin's Alevis played a notable role in the region's political and 
cultural life. Muhammad Ali Khojah, an Alevi from Afrin, was among the founders of the first 
Kurdish Democratic Party in Syria in the mid-20th century.42 The community's history of 
seeking refuge, combined with their concentration in Ma'abatli and distinct religious practices, 
likely fostered a strong sense of communal identity. Their participation in broader Kurdish 



political movements suggests integration within the region's Kurdish context, finding common 
ground in shared ethnicity and perhaps shared experiences of marginalization.42 

4. Other Minorities (Arab, Turkmen, Christian). 
Beyond the Kurdish majority and the significant Yezidi and Alevi communities, Afrin's pre-2010 
population included smaller minorities. As previously noted, Arab families, including those 
from the al-Bubanna, al-Omeyrat, and 'Amirat tribes, had settled in the region, some through 
government initiatives linked to land reform.26 Turkmen residents were also present, primarily 
concentrated in specific villages like Maryamin.26 A small Christian community existed, largely 
comprising more recent Kurdish converts to Evangelical Protestantism.1 Historical sources 
also mention an Armenian presence in Afrin, likely stemming from earlier migrations or 
displacements.7 While these groups did not form large tribal confederations comparable to 
the main Kurdish ones, their presence contributed to the demographic complexity and 
indicated Afrin's role as a destination for various migration streams over time. 
C. Evolution of Social Structures 

The social organization of Afrin, particularly its tribal structures, underwent significant 
transformations under successive ruling powers and internal developments. 
1. Tribalism under Ottoman and French Mandate Rule. 
During the Ottoman era (1516-1922), Afrin (Kurd Dagh) was part of the Vilayet of Aleppo.6 The 
Ottoman administration interacted significantly with the Kurdish tribes. Large tribal 
confederations, such as the Reshwan and the Milli, were prominent across northern Syria, 
including areas relevant to Afrin.6 The Ottomans sometimes co-opted tribal power, appointing 
leaders like the Milli chief Timur as governor of Raqqa, or granting titles such as Agha, Bayk 
(Bey), or Pasha to loyal chiefs, integrating them into the administrative system and utilizing 
them for tax collection or military recruitment.11 The Kurdish Janbulad dynasty even governed 
Aleppo for a period in the early 17th century.6 This system, however, could also reinforce local 
power structures that were sometimes exploitative.18 
The French Mandate period (c. 1920-1946) brought further changes. Afrin was incorporated 
into French-administered Syria.5 While some analyses suggest a weakening of formal tribal 
political structures during this time 15, local tribal leaders (Aghas) and affiliations clearly 
remained influential. Kurdish political figures from Afrin, representing tribal or regional 
interests, engaged with the Mandate authorities. Nuri Kanj (Al-Kanj/Battal family) was active in 
Aleppo 16, while figures like Hassan Aouni (Sheikhan) participated in elections, sometimes 
leveraging connections with movements like the Muridiyya.11 The Mandate authorities, like the 
Ottomans before them, sometimes exploited tribal divisions or supported specific factions.55 
The period saw both resistance from certain tribes (e.g., Amkan, Sheikhan) and 
accommodation by others, reflecting the complex navigation of power under colonial rule.17 

2. The Role of Aghas and Notable Families: Land, Power, and Influence. 
The Agha families represented the local elite in Afrin for much of the period leading up to 
2010. Their power was deeply intertwined with lineage, land ownership, and local influence.16 
As formal tribal political structures perhaps waned under state centralization, the Aghas, often 
originating from historically prominent tribal lineages, consolidated their positions, sometimes 



acquiring control over vast tracts of land, including entire villages, and establishing feudal-like 
relationships with the peasantry.12 Families such as Al-Kanj (Battal), Al-Haj Omar (Rashwan), 
Al-Sheikh Ismail Zadeh (Bian), Jalusi (Shikak), Diko (Amkan), Al-Ghabari (Robari), Omar Safuna 
(Milli Dawudi), and Saydo Mimi held significant sway in their respective areas.16 
Their economic base was largely agricultural, particularly the lucrative olive groves that 
dominated Afrin's economy.15 Control over land translated directly into economic wealth and 
social prestige. These families often acted as mediators in local disputes, represented their 
communities to external authorities, and played key roles in political mobilization, whether in 
resistance movements or participation in state structures like the Syrian Parliament.17 The 
transition from purely tribal leadership to Agha dominance based on land and personal 
influence marked a significant shift in power dynamics. This likely created greater social 
stratification within tribal groups, distinguishing the landowning elite from the general 
populace. 
3. Impact of Syrian State Policies and Land Reforms. 
Following Syria's independence, the Ba'athist state pursued policies aimed at national 
unification under an Arab nationalist ideology, which often translated into discriminatory 
practices against non-Arab minorities like the Kurds.3 This included the suppression of 
Kurdish language and culture, denial of citizenship to many Kurds (though less prevalent in 
Afrin compared to Jazira), and attempts at demographic change through Arabization 
programs.3 
Crucially, the Syrian government implemented agricultural reform laws, starting in the late 
1950s and continuing under the Ba'ath regime. These reforms aimed to break the power of 
large landowners (including the Kurdish Aghas in Afrin) by setting land ownership ceilings and 
redistributing expropriated land to peasants.17 This directly challenged the economic 
foundation of the Agha families' power, leading to a decline in the feudal system and 
contributing to further social transformations.18 While Agha families often retained social 
prestige, their economic dominance was curtailed, potentially paving the way for new social 
classes (like an agricultural bourgeoisie) and different forms of political organization to 
emerge.18 State policies like Decree 49 also created bureaucratic hurdles for land ownership, 
particularly in border regions like Afrin.31 These state interventions profoundly reshaped the 
socio-economic landscape in which Afrin's tribes and families operated in the decades 
leading up to 2010. 

III. Profile of Major Kurdish Tribes in Afrin and Their 
Prominent Families 
The tribal landscape of Afrin before 2010 was complex, comprising several major Kurdish 
tribes (Aşiret or Hoz), each with distinct histories, territories, leadership structures, and 
relationships. The following profiles synthesize available information, drawing heavily on local 
historical accounts.16 

Table 1: Overview of Major Kurdish Tribes and Notable Families of Afrin (Pre-2010) 
 



Tribal 
Name 
(Variation
s) 

Key 
Families/L
eaders 

Primary 
Territories
/Villages 

Est. Period 
of 
Prominenc
e/Settleme
nt 

Key 
Historical 
Roles/Cha
racteristic
s 

Document
ed 
Religious 
Affiliation(
s) 

Key 
Alliances/
Conflicts 

Primary 
Source 
Snippets 

Amkan 
(Amka, 
Amka 
Hoza, آمكان) 

Ayhuka 
(Ihuka), 
Diko, 
Al-Imar 
(Êmir), 
Al-Ruto 
(Rotko), 
Shorba 

Jabal 
Hawar, 
Sheikh 
al-Hadid 
dist. (~36 
villages 
total) 

Ancient, 
prominent 
17th-20th 
C 

Oldest/larg
est tribe; 
Preserved 
identity; 
Anti-Frenc
h/Kemalist 
resistance; 
Active in 
Kurdish 
national 
movement 

Sunni 
Muslim 

Allied w/ 
Bian vs. 
Sheikhan; 
Diko family 
opposed 
Muridiyya 

16 

Shikak 
(Şikak, 
 (شكاك

Jalusi 
(Gelousi) 
family 
(since early 
19th C); 
Manan 
Niazi, 
Hanan 
Agha 
Glousi, 
Jamil Agha 

Sharan 
dist., 
Sheikh 
Hadid 
(~36-37 
villages); 
Xirbe Şeran 
(oldest 
center, 
~1415 AD) 

Ancient; 
Prominent 
19th-20th 
C 

Large 
transnation
al tribe; 
Simko 
Agha 
connection
; Strained 
Ottoman 
relations; 
Unwelcomi
ng to 
French; 
Aghas 
hostile to 
Muridiyya; 
Humanitari
an aid to 
Armenians; 
Active in 
parliament 

Sunni 
Muslim 
(Hanafi 
majority); 
Yezidi 
minority 

Allied w/ 
Rashwan 
(marriage); 
Conflict w/ 
Shurba 
tribe; 
Conflict w/ 
Murids 
(esp. Yezidi 
villages) 

16 

Rashwan 
(Reşî, 
 (رشوان

Al-Haj 
Omar 
(Dirsawan); 
Al-Hanano 
(Ibrahim 
Hanano); 

Joma Plain, 
Jabal 
Laylun; 
Harim, 
Idlib, Azaz, 
Al-Bab 

Nomadic 
origin; 
Settled 
prominenc
e 
18th-20th 

Large 
confederati
on; Al-Haj 
Omar led 
Kurd Dagh 
(18th C); 

Sunni 
Muslim 
(Hanafi) 

Allied w/ 
Shikak 
(marriage); 
Conflict w/ 
Sheikhan 
(via Bian 

6 



Bian 
branch 
(Al-Sheikh 
Ismail 
Zadeh) 

areas C Anti-Frenc
h 
resistance 
(sheltered 
Hanano); 
Bian 
branch 
influential 
politically 

branch); 
Mixed 
stance on 
Muridiyya 

Bian (Biya, 
 (بیان
(Branch of 
Rashwan) 

Al-Sheikh 
Ismail 
Zadeh 
family 
(since 
mid-19th 
C) 

Bulbul 
district; 
Bordering 
Shikak, 
Amkan, 
Sheikhan 
(~95 
villages 
total, some 
in Turkey) 

Prominent 
mid-19th C 
onwards 

Led by 
Al-Sheikh 
Ismail 
Zadeh 
(married 
into Haj 
Omar 
family); 
Strong 
parliament
ary 
presence; 
Religious 
character 

Sunni 
Muslim 
(Hanafi, 
moderate) 

Allied w/ 
Amkan vs. 
Sheikhan; 
Allied w/ 
Shikak & 
Saydo Mimi 
(marriage); 
Strong 
conflict w/ 
Muridiyya 

17 

Sheikhan 
(Şêxan, 
 (شیخان

Dudiki, 
Rash Agha, 
Sino/Ali 
Soro, Musa 
Agha, Bli 
Rash, Hanif 
Agha, 
Al-Jaafar, 
Kur Ahmed, 
Çeqilme 

Raju 
district 
(main 
center); 
~75 villages 
on TR 
border 

Ancient; 
Led Kurd 
Dagh for 
centuries; 
Prominent 
19th-20th 
C 

Considered 
largest 
Afrini tribe; 
Led Kurd 
Dagh 
historically; 
Anti-Frenc
h 
resistance 
(linked to 
Muridiyya); 
Sheikhs 
had 
religious 
influence 

Sunni 
Muslim 
(Hanafi) 

Conflict w/ 
Bian & 
Rashwan; 
Sympatheti
c/aligned 
w/ 
Muridiyya 
movement 

17 

Millan 
(Milli, مللان) 

Omar 
Safuna 
(Milli 
Dawudi); 

Joma Plain 
(Milli 
Dawudi); 
Basuta 

Historically 
powerful 
confederati
on; 

Large 
confederati
on w/ 
branches; 

Sunni 
Muslim 

Milli 
Dawudi 
conflict w/ 
Al-Kanj 

6 



Al-Kanj 
(Battal); 
Jaqalli 
families; 
Sharqiyan 
families 

(Al-Kanj); 
Various 
villages 
(Jaqalli, 
Sharqiyan) 

Sub-group
s 
prominent 
18th-20th 
C 

Milli 
Dawudi 
opposed 
French, 
supported 
Murids; 
Al-Kanj 
were 
feudal 
family; 
Jaqalli 
influential 
19th C 

Robari 
(Robarî, 
 (روباري

Al-Ghabari 
family 
(since late 
19th C); 
Muhamma
d Pasha 
Robari 
(ancestor) 

Joma Plain, 
Jabal Lilon 
(Basouta 
Castle 
center); ~8 
villages on 
Jabal Lilon, 
~3 in Joma 

Settled 3-4 
centuries 
ago; 
Prominent 
late 19th C 
onwards 

"Riverine" 
tribe; 
Participate
d in 
anti-Frenc
h struggle; 
Engaged 
w/ National 
Bloc & 
Muridiyya; 
Maintained 
Kurdish 
identity 

Sunni 
Muslim 

Conflict w/ 
Al-Kanj 
(18th C) 

17 

Danan 
(Dana, 
Dina Hoza, 
 (دَنا

(Specific 
families not 
prominent 
in sources) 

Joma Plain, 
Jabal Lilon; 
Orig. near 
Urfa; >12 
villages in 
Afrin 

Prominent 
18th-19th C 

Originally 
Yezidi, 
mostly 
converted 
to Islam; 
Powerful in 
Joma/Jabal 
Lilon 
18th-19th C 

Yezidi 
(originally), 
later Sunni 
Muslim 

Allied w/ 
Battal Agha 
II (Basouta) 

17 

Kojar 
(Kojer, 
 (كوجر

(Specific 
families not 
prominent 
in sources) 

Nomadic 
(Kilis-Islahi
ye-Kirikhan
); Settled in 
~23 villages 
(Deir 
Sawan-She

Nomadic 
until 
~1940s 

Nomadic 
pastoralists
; Settled 
due to 
borders; 
Formed 
"Jatah" 

Alawi 
(originally), 
later Sunni 
Muslim 

Conflict w/ 
unspecifie
d 
"enemies" 

17 



ikh Hadid) 
after 
border 
division 

(gangs) 

Battal 
(Al-Battal, 

بطال آل ) 

(Distinct 
from 
Al-Kanj) 

Basuta 
village 

(Settlemen
t period 
unclear) 

Wealthy 
family 

Sunni 
Muslim 

(Relations 
unspecifie
d) 

16 

Al-Ammo 
( عمو آل ) 

Hawa 
Khatun 
(mid-19th 
C) 

Fririya 
village 
(main) 

(Settlemen
t period 
unclear) 

Cousins of 
Al-Kanj 
(Battal) 

Sunni 
Muslim 

Supported 
by 
Aghawat 
Kafr Safra 
vs. Khalil 
Agha Haj 
Omar 

16 

Saydo 
Mimi (عائلة 

میمي سیدو ) 

Khalil Agha 
(MP 1947), 
Muhamma
d Khalil 
Agha 

Julaqa; 
Owned 8 
villages 
(Maskah, 
Burjkeh, 
etc.) 

Prominent 
late 19th C 
- mid 20th 
C 

Zaza 
dialect 
origin; 
Became 
feudal 
landowners 
(olives/vine
s); Lands 
redistribute
d by reform 

Sunni 
Muslim 

Kinship/ma
rriage w/ 
Sheikh 
Ismail 
Zadeh 

17 

Aghawat 
Kafr Safra 
 آغوات)
 (كفرصفرة

Muhamma
d Murad 
(Party sec.) 

Kafr Safra, 
Muhamma
diyah 

Prominent 
early 20th 
C onwards 

Converted 
from 
Yezidism 
~100 yrs 
ago; 
Rewarded 
w/ land for 
supporting 
Hawa 
Khatun; 
Limited 
influence 
area 

Yezidi 
(originally), 
later Sunni 
Muslim 

Supported 
Al-Ammo 
vs. Al-Haj 
Omar 

17 

17 

Detailed Profiles: 
● A. The Amkan (Amka, Amka Hoza, آمكان): Regarded as one of Afrin's oldest and most 

substantial tribes, the Amkan were historically centered around Jabal Hawar and 
surrounding villages, extending into the Sheikh al-Hadid district.16 Their reputation 



emphasized integrity and valor, alongside a commitment to preserving their distinct 
Kurdish identity.17 Leadership within the Amkan was dynamic, passing between 
prominent families like the Diko (influential in the 17th-18th centuries) and later the 
Ihuka, with the Êmir and Shorba families also vying for influence in the 19th century.18 
The Shorba family itself claimed origins from central Anatolia and an affiliation with the 
Rashwan.18 The Amkan played a significant role in resisting external powers, being 
among the first to organize armed groups against the French Mandate and also 
opposing Kemalist Turkish policies.16 Their political alignments saw them often siding 
with the Bian tribe in disputes against the powerful Sheikhan tribe.18 Their relationship 
with the Muridiyya movement was generally antagonistic, particularly from the Diko 
leadership.18 Their historical actions and strong identity mark them as a crucial element 
of Afrin's tribal history. The tribe's ability to maintain cohesion and engage in collective 
action despite internal leadership shifts points to a robust underlying structure and 
shared identity. 

● B. The Shikak (Şikak, شكاك): The Shikak are a major Kurdish tribe with a presence 
extending far beyond Afrin into Turkey, Iran, and Iraq.16 Within Afrin, they occupied fertile 
agricultural lands primarily in the Sharan district and surrounding areas, inhabiting 
around 36-37 villages.16 Their historical roots in the region are deep, with Khirbet Sharan 
identified as their oldest settlement (~1415 AD).18 While predominantly Sunni Muslim 
(Hanafi), a notable Yezidi minority existed within the tribe.18 Since the early 19th century, 
leadership was consistently held by the Jalusi family, figures like Jamil Agha Jalusi 
playing roles in local administration (Afrin mayor, mid-1930s).16 Historically, the Shikak 
had adversarial relations with the Ottoman state but maintained friendly ties with the 
Rashwan tribe, cemented by intermarriage.16 Their connection to the broader Kurdish 
nationalist struggle is exemplified by Simko Agha Shikak's early 20th-century revolt.17 
During the French Mandate, their stance was generally uncooperative, though direct 
resistance was limited.18 The tribe's leadership was notably hostile towards the 
Muridiyya movement, which led to conflict, including a siege of the Yezidi Shikak village 
of Qestelê Elî Cindo.18 The Shikak's transnational connections, internal religious diversity, 
and complex political history highlight the multifaceted nature of tribal identity and 
politics in Afrin. 

● C. The Rashwan (Reşî, رشوان) Tribe (and associated families/branches like Bian, 
Al-Haj Omar): The Rashwan represent a vast Kurdish tribal confederation with 
historical roots as nomads who settled across a wide area including parts of Anatolia 
and northern Syria.16 In the Afrin region, their presence was concentrated in the Joma 
Plain and Jabal Laylun.16 The Al-Haj Omar family, based in Dirsawan and claiming 
origins from Konya around 450 years prior, was the most prominent Rashwan lineage in 
Afrin for centuries, with Hajj Omar himself becoming a powerful local ruler (Derebeg) in 
the 18th century.16 They resisted the French Mandate and provided refuge for the 
nationalist leader Ibrahim Hanano (whose Al-Hanano family was also Rashwan).16 
However, the Al-Haj Omar influence declined by the early 20th century, largely 



superseded by the Bian (Biya) branch, led by the Al-Sheikh Ismail Zadeh family.16 The 
Bian, also considered Rashwan, controlled numerous villages in the Bulbul district.17 
Sheikh Ismail Zadeh strategically consolidated power through his marriage to the sister 
of Khalil Agha Haj Omar and his own religious standing.17 The Bian family became deeply 
involved in Syrian parliamentary politics but faced intense conflict with the Muridiyya 
movement, resulting in the assassination of one of their leaders.17 The Rashwan 
confederation, through these powerful families and branches, illustrates the dynamic 
interplay of lineage, marriage alliances, religious authority, and adaptation to changing 
political systems in maintaining tribal influence. 

● D. The Sheikhan (Şêxan, شیخان): Often cited as the largest single tribe within Afrin, the 
Sheikhan dominated the northern Raju district and held sway over numerous villages 
along the Turkish border.17 They boast a long history of leadership in Kurd Dagh, 
reportedly for centuries.17 Their leadership was distributed among several notable 
families, including the Dudiki, Rash Agha, and Al-Jaafar.17 The Sheikhan were known for 
their resistance to the French occupation, a stance closely linked to their sympathy and 
involvement with the Muridiyya movement.17 Figures like Hussein Aouni were elected to 
parliament with Murid backing, and Musa Agha was himself a Murid leader.20 This 
relationship highlights how the tribe strategically engaged with contemporary 
socio-religious movements to bolster its position against external forces. They had 
historical conflicts with the Bian and Rashwan tribes.18 The tribe's historical dominance 
and its complex engagement with the Muridiyya movement underscore its central role in 
Afrin's political and social history. 

● E. The Millan (Milli, مللان) Tribe (including sub-groups): The Millan were another major 
Kurdish tribal confederation with deep historical roots and a wide presence across 
northern Syria.6 In Afrin, their influence manifested through several distinct branches 
and families. The Milli Dawudi, led by the Omar Safuna family from Ma'arrateh, 
controlled parts of the Joma Plain and Jabal Hashtia and were known for opposing the 
French and supporting the Muridiyya.17 The Jaqalli (Jaqalma) were a branch spread 
across numerous villages, recognized as an ancient family with 19th-century influence.17 
The Battal (Al-Kanj) family, a feudal lineage settling in the area around 250 years ago, 
also belonged to the Millan, with figures like Nuri Kanj active in Aleppo's public life.16 
Other groups like the Sharqiyan were also identified as Millan.17 This decentralized 
structure, with distinct sub-groups operating under the broader Millan identity, likely 
provided resilience and allowed for localized power centers within the confederation's 
sphere of influence. 

● F. The Robari (Robarî, روباري): Meaning "riverine," the Robari tribe traces its origins to 
an ancestor who migrated from the Siirt region via Istanbul centuries ago.18 They settled 
primarily in the Joma Plain and later Jabal Lilon, with Basouta Castle as a key center.17 
After conflicts with the Al-Kanj family, they consolidated their presence in Jabal Lilon 
villages.18 The Al-Ghabari family rose to leadership in the late 19th century, playing 
significant political roles during the Mandate and after independence.18 The Robari 



participated in the anti-French struggle and engaged with movements like the National 
Bloc and the Muridiyya, while maintaining their Kurdish identity.17 

● G. The Danan (Dana, Dina Hoza, دَنا): This tribe held considerable power in the Joma 
Plain and Jabal Laylun during the 18th and 19th centuries.17 Originating near Urfa, they 
were primarily Yezidi, though most members later converted to Islam.17 They were known 
allies of the Battal Agha II of Basouta.17 Their history reflects the religious fluidity and 
shifting power dynamics within the region. 

● H. The Kojar (Kojer, كوجر): Representing the nomadic element, the Kojar were 
pastoralists who roamed Ottoman territories until the mid-20th century.17 Originally 
Alawi, they later converted to Sunni Islam.17 The establishment of the Syria-Turkey 
border forced their settlement into numerous villages primarily between Deir Sawan and 
Sheikh al-Hadid.17 Their nomadic past influenced their reputation for forming effective 
fighting groups ("Jatah").17 

● I. Other Significant Tribal Entities and Prominent Families: Beyond the major 
confederations, numerous other families and smaller groups shaped Afrin's social 
landscape. The Battal (Al-Battal) family of Basuta was distinct from the Al-Kanj branch 
and known for its wealth.16 The Al-Ammo family, related to the Al-Kanj, were influential, 
with figures like Hawa Khatun playing roles in 19th-century power struggles.16 The 
Saydo Mimi family, of Zaza dialect origin, rose to prominence through land acquisition 
(especially olive groves), becoming feudal lords owning multiple villages before land 
reforms curtailed their holdings.17 The Aghawat Kafr Safra, originally Yezidi, converted 
to Islam and gained land and Agha status after supporting the Al-Ammo family; they 
later produced political figures.17 The Hassan Effendi family briefly established a 
semi-independent emirate in the late 18th century.17 Smaller groups like the Hakari, Buri, 
Kusi, Rozki, and Hafidi also inhabited specific villages.17 This intricate network 
underscores the deeply localized nature of power and identity within the broader tribal 
framework. 

IV. Inter-Tribal Relations: Alliances, Conflicts, and 
Coexistence 
The interactions between Afrin's various tribal groups before 2010 were characterized by a 
complex interplay of cooperation, competition, and conflict, shaped by kinship ties, political 
maneuvering, economic interests, and external pressures. 
A. Networks of Alliance: Marriage, Political Alignments, and Economic 
Cooperation 

Kinship, real or strategically constructed, served as a fundamental organizing principle for 
political action and social cohesion. Marriage alliances were a primary mechanism for 
cementing relationships between tribes and powerful families.67 The enduring friendly 
relations between the large Shikak and Rashwan tribes were explicitly attributed to historical 



intermarriage.16 Leading families actively used marriage to expand their influence and build 
networks; the Al-Sheikh Ismail Zadeh family (Bian/Rashwan), for example, forged ties through 
marriage with the Jalusi (Shikak), Saydo Mimi, and Diko (Amkan) families, creating a web of 
elite connections.17 Similarly, the Saydo Mimi family maintained kinship ties with the Sheikh 
Ismail Zadeh.17 This reliance on marriage underscores that political alliances were often 
embedded within deeper, kin-based social structures, providing a degree of stability and 
reciprocity beyond purely transactional agreements. 
Political alignments also formed based on shared interests or common adversaries. Tribes 
might unite against external threats, such as the French Mandate authorities, with various 
groups participating in nationalist resistance movements.17 Local power dynamics also 
fostered alliances; the Danan tribe historically sided with the Battal Agha of Basouta 17, while 
the Amkan often aligned with the Bian against the rival Sheikhan tribe.18 Economic 
cooperation, such as shared access to resources or trade networks, could also underpin 
alliances, although this is less explicitly detailed in the provided sources compared to kinship 
and political factors.12 These shifting alliances demonstrate a fluid political landscape where 
tribes navigated complex relationships to secure their interests. 
B. Dynamics of Conflict: Disputes over Resources, Power, and 
Historical Feuds 

Conflict was an equally significant feature of inter-tribal relations in Afrin. Disputes frequently 
arose over control of resources, particularly land and water, and struggles for political 
dominance were common.18 Historical feuds and rivalries persisted between major groups. 
The long-standing antagonism between the Sheikhan tribe and the allied Bian and Rashwan 
tribes is noted.18 Internal conflicts within tribes also occurred, such as the documented bloody 
disputes between the Al-Jaafar family of the Sheikhan and their cousins.17 Specific conflicts 
mentioned include those between the Robari and Al-Kanj, the Milli Dawudi (Omar Safuna) and 
Al-Kanj, and the Hassan Effendi family and Battal Agha.17 

The emergence of the Muridiyya movement in the mid-20th century introduced a new and 
potent source of conflict, cutting across existing tribal lines and pitting adherents against 
established Agha families and tribes who resisted its influence.17 As detailed earlier, this led to 
violent clashes, sieges (like that of Qestelê Elî Cindo), and assassinations, fundamentally 
reshaping alliances and creating deep divisions within Afrin society.17 These conflicts, whether 
rooted in resource competition, power struggles, or ideological clashes, played a crucial role 
in defining territorial boundaries, influencing settlement patterns, and driving shifts in the 
regional balance of power. 
C. Influence of External Powers on Inter-Tribal Politics 

The political landscape of Afrin was rarely isolated from external influences. Both the Ottoman 
Empire and the subsequent French Mandate authorities actively intervened in inter-tribal 
politics, often employing strategies of "divide and rule" by supporting certain factions against 
others to maintain overall control.18 The Ottoman governor of Aleppo, for instance, was 



implicated in instigating conflict between the Shikak and Shurba tribes.19 The imposition of 
state structures and administrative boundaries also had profound effects. The drawing of the 
Syria-Turkey border after World War I physically divided tribal territories and kinship networks, 
severing connections for groups like the Shikak and forcing nomadic tribes like the Kojar to 
adopt sedentary lifestyles.17 

Resistance against these external powers sometimes fostered temporary inter-tribal unity, as 
seen in the participation of various groups in the nationalist struggle against the French.17 
However, these periods of resistance could also expose or exacerbate existing internal fault 
lines, as different tribes or leaders adopted varying strategies of opposition or 
accommodation. The interaction with state powers was thus a constant factor shaping the 
dynamics of alliance and conflict among Afrin's tribes. 

V. The Muridiyya Movement: A Catalyst for Social 
Change in Afrin 
In the mid-20th century, particularly during the 1930s and 1940s, a significant socio-religious 
movement known as the Muridiyya ( المریدین حركة ) emerged and spread through Afrin's Kurd 
Dagh region, leaving a lasting impact on its social and political fabric.17 

A. Origins and Characteristics of the Muridiyya Movement in the Afrin 
Context 

The term "Murid" (مُرید) in Islamic, particularly Sufi, contexts typically refers to a disciple or 
follower committed to a spiritual guide (Sheikh or Pir).72 While sharing this etymological root, 
the Muridiyya movement in Afrin appears distinct from the well-known Muridiyya Brotherhood 
founded by Amadou Bamba in Senegal.74 The Afrin movement was a local phenomenon, 
described as a popular uprising with strong religious undertones, likely influenced by Sufi 
traditions prevalent in the region.17 It gained significant traction among the rural poor and 
functioned as a vehicle for expressing grievances against both the French Mandate 
authorities and the established Kurdish Agha class, challenging the existing power 
structures.17 Its emergence represented a critical turning point, introducing a new dynamic 
that transcended traditional tribal loyalties and offered an alternative framework for 
mobilization based on shared religious fervor and socio-political discontent. This capacity to 
mobilize across established kinship lines explains its description as a force that "tore apart" 
the remaining tribal ties.18 

B. Impact on Tribal Loyalties, Leadership, and Social Cohesion 

The Muridiyya movement acted as a powerful catalyst for social upheaval, profoundly 
disrupting established tribal hierarchies and political alignments.18 Its influence varied 
significantly across different tribes and families, creating deep divisions: 

● Sheikhan: This large tribe showed considerable sympathy towards the movement. This 
alignment fueled their resistance against the French occupation.17 The election of 



Hussein Aouni (from the Rash Agha family) to the Syrian Parliament in 1936 was 
attributed, at least partly, to Murid support.20 Furthermore, a prominent Murid leader, 
Musa Agha, hailed from the Sheikhan tribe, indicating a deep integration or strategic 
alliance between parts of the tribal leadership and the movement.20 

● Bian (Al-Sheikh Ismail Zadeh family): In stark contrast, this powerful family developed 
a strong animosity towards the Muridiyya. This hostility escalated into violent conflict, 
culminating in the assassination of Jaafar Agha Sheikh Ismail Zadeh in a Murid ambush 
in 1939.17 

● Shikak: The tribe exhibited a divided response. The traditional leadership, the Aghas of 
the Jalusi family, adopted a hostile stance.18 However, the general Shikak population 
held varied views, ranging from neutrality to hostility.19 Some elements, like the Rifaiyya 
sheikhs of Maydanki village, actively supported the movement.19 The conflict also 
manifested violently, with the Murids besieging the Yezidi Shikak village of Qestelê Elî 
Cindo and reportedly killing Sheikh Issa, another Shikak figure.19 

● Amkan: The leadership of the Amkan tribe, particularly the Diko family, was generally 
opposed to the Muridiyya, possibly influenced by their alliance with the anti-Murid 
Al-Sheikh Ismail Zadeh family.18 

● Milli Dawudi (Omar Safuna family): This group supported the movement ideologically 
but refrained from direct participation in its military actions.17 

● Rashwan (Al-Haj Omar family): Showed a mixed reaction, with some individuals 
joining the movement while others remained skeptical.18 

● Robari: Engaged with the movement, indicating its widespread influence across 
different tribal groups.17 

The armed activities of the Muridiyya persisted across the mountainous regions of Kurd Dagh 
until 1939. Eventually, the French Mandate authorities deployed significant military force, 
including air power, to suppress the movement. This forced many Murids and their families to 
retreat across the border into Turkey, until an amnesty allowed most to return to their 
villages.79 The Muridiyya episode thus stands as a transformative, albeit tumultuous, period 
that fundamentally reshaped the social and political landscape of Afrin by challenging 
traditional authorities and forging new, often conflict-ridden, alignments. 

VI. Economic Foundations: Land, Agriculture, and 
Tribal Livelihoods 
The socio-political structure of Afrin before 2010 was deeply intertwined with its economic 
base, which was predominantly agricultural and centered around the region's fertile land and 
favorable climate. 
A. The Olive Economy: Cultivation, Production, and Trade 

Afrin was, and remains, synonymous with olive cultivation. Its rolling hills and valleys were 
covered with vast olive groves, estimated to contain between 14 and 18 million trees before 



the disruptions of the Syrian war, some of which were centuries old.1 Olive harvesting and the 
production of olive oil were the primary economic activities for a large majority of the 
population, with estimates suggesting 75% worked in agriculture before 2011.3 Afrin's olive oil 
was renowned and formed a crucial part of the regional economy, supplying markets in 
nearby Aleppo and serving as a key ingredient for traditional Aleppo soap since antiquity.9 The 
annual revenue generated by these olive trees was substantial, estimated between $60 million 
and $130 million in the pre-war era.33 

This reliance on olive cultivation, a form of long-term agriculture requiring settled life and 
significant investment, shaped the socio-economic structure. It provided a stable economic 
foundation, contrasting with the more mobile pastoralist economies found in other regions or 
among specific groups like the Kojar historically.17 The wealth generated from this lucrative 
sector was a major source of power and influence, particularly for those who controlled the 
land. 
B. Land Tenure Systems: Agha Dominance, Feudal Relations, and 
Peasantry 

Control over land, especially the valuable olive groves, was central to the power structure in 
Afrin. For much of the period leading up to the mid-20th century, land ownership was heavily 
concentrated in the hands of the Agha families, who often descended from prominent tribal 
lineages.12 This concentration of land ownership created a system with distinct feudal 
characteristics, where Aghas acted as landlords and the majority of the rural population 
worked the land as peasants or tenants.17 Families like the Al-Kanj and Saydo Mimi were 
explicitly described as feudal, owning vast estates or even entire villages.16 This system 
reinforced the social hierarchy, placing the Agha families at the apex of local society. 
This traditional land tenure system was significantly impacted by the agricultural reform laws 
implemented by the Syrian state, particularly following the Ba'athist takeover.17 These reforms 
aimed to break the power of large landowners by imposing ceilings on land ownership and 
redistributing surplus land to landless peasants. While the implementation and effects varied, 
these reforms undoubtedly curtailed the economic dominance of many Agha families in Afrin, 
leading to a decline in the feudal system and contributing to broader social change.17 
Concurrently, state policies sometimes facilitated the settlement of non-Kurdish groups, such 
as Arab families from the 'Amirat and Bubana tribes, onto lands in Afrin, further altering land 
ownership patterns.26 Additionally, bureaucratic measures like Decree 49 created difficulties 
for residents in border areas like Afrin to secure official land titles, potentially creating tenure 
insecurity.31 

C. Pastoralism and Other Economic Activities 

While settled agriculture, dominated by olives, formed the core of Afrin's economy, other 
activities also contributed to livelihoods. Some tribes, like the Rashwan, had nomadic 
pastoralist origins, and vestiges of these traditions may have persisted.16 The Kojar tribe 
maintained a nomadic pastoralist lifestyle until the mid-20th century, driven by seasonal 



migrations with their flocks, before settling due to border restrictions and changing 
socio-economic conditions.17 Furthermore, labor migration played a role; many men from the 
Kurd Dagh region regularly traveled to Aleppo to work as manual laborers, supplementing 
household incomes, particularly outside the olive harvest season.15 This indicates a mixed 
economy where agriculture was paramount but coexisted with pastoralist traditions and 
reliance on external labor markets. 

VII. Conclusion: The Tribal Landscape of Afrin on the 
Eve of Change 
The Afrin region, or Kurd Dagh, before 2010 presented a unique and complex socio-political 
landscape, deeply rooted in its Kurdish identity and shaped by centuries of tribal history. 
Major Kurdish tribes, including the Amkan, Shikak, Rashwan (with its influential Bian and Al-Haj 
Omar branches), Sheikhan, Millan (represented by groups like Milli Dawudi, Jaqalli, and 
Al-Kanj), Robari, Danan, and the formerly nomadic Kojar, formed the bedrock of society. 
Alongside the Kurdish Sunni majority, significant and ancient Yezidi communities, as well as a 
distinct Kurdish-speaking Alevi minority concentrated in Ma'abatli, contributed to the region's 
cultural and religious diversity.1 Power resided significantly with notable Agha families, whose 
influence stemmed from tribal lineage, extensive land ownership (particularly olive groves), 
and adept navigation of local and state politics.17 These families dominated the economic 
sphere through agriculture and played central roles in local governance, conflict mediation, 
and resistance movements against external powers like the French Mandate.17 

The tribal structures of Afrin demonstrated remarkable resilience and adaptability over 
centuries. They weathered Ottoman administration, French colonial rule, the pressures of 
Syrian state centralization, Arabization policies (which affected Afrin less intensely than other 
Kurdish areas), and significant land reforms aimed at dismantling feudal power structures.18 
Internal socio-religious upheavals, most notably the Muridiyya movement of the mid-20th 
century, profoundly challenged traditional loyalties and leadership, creating deep divisions 
and reshaping alliances but ultimately failing to completely erase the underlying tribal 
affiliations.17 Despite processes of detribalization and the decline of purely tribal political 
formations, kinship, lineage, and association with historically prominent tribes and Agha 
families remained crucial markers of identity and continued to influence social and local 
political dynamics up to the eve of the Syrian Civil War.18 The detailed accounts preserved in 
local histories attest to the enduring relevance of this tribal heritage.16 

On the cusp of 2010, Afrin represented a relatively stable and economically viable region 
within Syria, largely spared the intense violence that had already begun to engulf other parts 
of the country.31 Its reputation for tolerance and its established, albeit complex, local social 
order allowed it to serve as a refuge for internally displaced persons fleeing conflict 
elsewhere.1 This stability, however, was precarious, resting on a delicate balance between 
diverse tribal and religious communities operating within the framework of the Syrian state. 
The established local order, rooted in centuries of tribal history, Agha influence, and a 
relatively prosperous agricultural economy, provided a degree of social regulation and 



resilience. This pre-2010 reality, characterized by its unique blend of Kurdish tradition, 
religious diversity, and evolving social structures, stands in stark contrast to the profound 
destruction, displacement, and demographic re-engineering that befell the region following 
the outbreak of the Syrian Civil War and, particularly, the Turkish-led military interventions 
from 2018 onwards.2 Documenting the intricate tribal landscape of Afrin before these 
cataclysmic events is therefore essential not only for historical understanding but also for 
appreciating the depth of the subsequent loss and transformation. 
Table 2: Religious Minority Communities in Afrin (Pre-2010) 
 
Religious 
Group 

Primary Areas 
of Settlement 

Estimated 
Population 
(Pre-2010) 

Key Aspects 
of Social 
Organization / 
Tribal Links 

Historical 
Notes 

Primary 
Source 
Snippets 

Yezidi Shera, 
Sherawa, 
Jinderis 
sub-districts; 
Afrin city; ~23 
villages (e.g., 
Bafloun, Qibar, 
Qatmeh, 
Basoufan, 
Shadeira); 
Eastern/Southe
rn Afrin 

5,000-15,000 1 
or 
20,000-30,00
0 42 

Strict caste 
system 
(Sheikh, Pir, 
Murid); 
Hierarchical 
leadership (Mîr, 
Babê Şêx); 
Endogamous 
marriage; 
Kurmanji-spea
king; 
Considered 
ethnically 
Kurdish by 
some, distinct 
by others. 
Some Shikak 
were Yezidi. 
Danan tribe 
originally 
Yezidi. 

Ancient 
presence, 
autochthonous
; Historically 
numerous 
villages (~58 in 
early 20th C); 
Marginalized 
under Syrian 
state, legally 
considered 
Muslim. 

1 

Alevi Ma'abatli 
(Mabata) 
sub-district 

"Few 
thousand" up 
to 15,000 
(lower estimate 
more likely) 1 

Kurdish-speaki
ng (Kurmanji); 
Hereditary 
sacred 
lineages 
(ocax); 
Leadership 
roles (dede, 

Arrived over 
centuries from 
Anatolia, 
escaping 
persecution; 
Significant 
influx 
post-1938 

1 



pir, murşîd); 
Lay members 
(taliw); 
Communal 
worship (cem); 
Emphasis on 
gender 
equality. Kojar 
tribe originally 
Alawi. 

Dersim 
uprising; 
Played role in 
political/cultura
l life (e.g., 
Muhammad Ali 
Khojah). 

Christian Afrin city / 
region 

Small 
community, 
~200-250 
families (~1200 
people) before 
2018 invasion 
42 

Mainly recent 
Kurdish 
converts to 
Evangelical 
Protestantism.1 

Historical 
Armenian 
presence also 
noted.7 

1 
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