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Introduction 

Media coverage of the status 

minorities in Syria tends to focus on 

the Alawites in Homs and the coastal 

regions; the Druze in the southern 

province of al-Suwayda; the 

Christians in light of the Mar Elias 

church bombing in Damascus (late 

June 2025), which was claimed by the 

jihadist group Saraya Ansar al-Sunna; 

in Syria through protecting Twelver  

 

 

 

Shiite shrines and communities. There 

has been no real in-depth coverage of 

Twelver Shiite communities outside 

of Damascus such as the two villages 

of Nubl and al-Zahra in the 

countryside north of Aleppo. This 

report aims to remedy that deficiency 

in coverage. Unlike many media 

reports on Syria that are often based 

on a day visit or a few days’ visit to a 

particular place, this study is the result 

Map of Nubl and al-Zahra in the northern Aleppo countryside (June 10, 2018): The 

map shows the locations of the two Twelver Shiite towns within territories held by 

Syrian government forces (blue), opposition forces (green), and Kurdish forces 

(yellow) during the Syrian civil war. Despite their isolation amid Sunni and Kurdish 

regions, both towns have largely avoided post-Assad violence and serve as case 

studies in localized stability and minority protection. (Wikimedia Commons; 

OpenStreetMap contributors. Map tiles licensed under CC-BY-SA 2.0) 
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of extensive time spent in Nubl and 

al-Zahra. 

Isolated Communities 

A crucial fact to realize about Nubl 

and al-Zahra is that the two villages 

constitute an isolated pocket of 

Twelver Shiism, surrounded on all 

sides by Sunni localities, whether 

Arab Sunni to the east and south or 

Kurdish to the northwest. While there 

was much talk during the war about 

an alleged wave of “Shiification” 

occurring in Aleppo province, which 

was a key center of the Iranian and 

Hezbollah–backed “Local Defense 

Forces” (LDF) project, most of the 

discourse was the result of 

exaggeration and misunderstanding. 

In fact, even taking into account the 

people of Nubl and al-Zahra and 

individual converts to Shiism,[2] the 

majority of those who worked with 

the LDF in Aleppo were Sunnis, in 

keeping with the province’s own 

demography. This is true even of the 

“Baqir Brigade,” which was often 

seen as the crown jewel of Iranian and 

Hezbollah influence in Syria. The 

apparent affinity that some members 

and leaders of the group displayed for 

Shiism did not translate to conversion 

to Twelver Shiism but rather reflected 

general affinity for the Prophet 

Muhammad’s family and reverence in 

particular for Muhammad al-Baqir 

(the Fifth Imam for Shiites but also 

respected by Sunnis), as well as an 

attempt to court the Iranians for 

continued support.[3] 

The isolation of Nubl and al-Zahra 

meant that, as the Assad regime 

rapidly collapsed in November and 

December of last year, the population 

effectively had two choices: they 

could either accept that the regime 

was no more and try to adjust to a 

new post-Assad order or they could 

flee and opt for indefinite exile. 

Although the two villages had 

acquired the status of “fortresses of 

steadfastness” in pro-Assad regime 

and pro-“resistance” propaganda and 

social media, as they were effectively 

besieged by the insurgents in the 

period 2012–2016,[4] there was 

simply no way to resist the 

insurgents’ advance through the 

province this time unless they simply 

wanted to die for no meaningful 

purpose. After all, as the defenses in 

Aleppo collapsed, it was also clear 

that there would be no forthcoming 

miracle intervention by Iran and 

Hezbollah to save the regime and 

those who had stood by it.  

Initially, with the exception of a few 

elderly people and a local notable 

called Badr Nashab (who was in 

contact with the insurgents prior to 

the offensive),[5] the population of 

Nubl and al-Zahra chose to flee as 

there were fears (not entirely 

unjustified at the time) that the 

insurgents would massacre them on a 

sectarian basis and as revenge for 
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collaboration with the regime, Iran, 

and Hezbollah. As such, many 

inhabitants fled to the Sayyida Zaynab 

area in Damascus while others ended 

up being stuck in the al-Safira area 

just southeast of Aleppo city, 

effectively coming under “siege,” as 

they initially refused to accept 

assurances from the insurgents that 

they would not be harmed and would 

be free to return to Nubl and al-Zahra. 

The insurgents’ assurances, of course, 

were part of a wider appeal by the 

insurgent leadership to minority 

communities as the offensive 

developed. Eventually, after a few 

individuals sympathetic to the 

political opposition and some others 

returned to Nubl and al-Zahra and 

could prove to those who had fled that 

they would not be harmed, larger 

numbers of the two villages’ 

inhabitants began returning. 

As part of this process of return, 

virtually all weapons within Nubl and 

al-Zahra were handed over to the new 

government, and those who had 

served with the Assad regime’s army 

or various auxiliary formations 

(including the LDF) engaged in a 

process called taswiya 

(“regularization” of status, effectively 

granting an amnesty). Even so, there 

are many people from Nubl and al-

Zahra who still live as exiles today. 

Some, for example, are working in 

Aleppo city or Damascus or outside 

the country in Lebanon and Iraq. A 

few who were already in Iran for 

reasons of religious study remain 

there and refuse to come back. Some 

who fear or are wanted by the new 

government have fled to Iran or 

Lebanon.[6] Some others also live in 

Europe, having left many years ago 

for reasons such as a desire to avoid 

military service and make a better 

living. 

 

 

 

Abandoned military equipment in a cave in the 

countryside surrounding Nubl, May 20, 2025 

(photo credit: author) 

 

The town council in Nubl, July 9, 2025. As of the 

time of writing, the head of the town council is the 

same person who held the position before the fall 

of the Assad regime. (Photo Credit: author) 
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The Security Situation 

 

Given the isolation of Nubl and al-

Zahra, the two villages’ notables and 

the wider population currently accept 

that they need to adjust to the new 

order and that actively trying to fight 

it would be pointless. The conciliatory 

approach with the new administration 

and the surrounding environment is 

underscored by the entrance to Nubl 

from the Aleppo–Gaziantep route, 

which describes the town as one of 

“affection and peace.”  

Demonstrations held in Nubl and al-

Zahra in support of the government 

(e.g., against “federalism” and 

denouncing the Syrian Democratic 

Forces (SDF)) and attended by local 

notables, Shiite clerics, and a portion 

of the wider population, should 

similarly be understood as an 

outwardly “official” stance of 

pragmatic conciliation. This is so 

even if some of the inhabitants do not 

like the new order because they see it 

as hostile to the wider “axis of 

resistance” (with which some still 

identify emotionally and 

ideologically); or because they see it 

as a Sunni-dominated order that is 

prejudiced against Shiites; or because 

the overthrow of the regime has 

meant a loss of status and/or income. 

For instance, one individual I know in 

Nubl was previously a brigadier 

general in the Syrian air force and 

now finds himself selling fruit,  

 

 

vegetables, and various other food 

products like Indomie (a well-known 

brand of instant noodles) at a stall. 

Although he would like to offer his 

expertise for building the new Syrian 

state’s forces, he claims that for now 

his help will be rejected on the basis 

that the new army will be an 

“Umayyad army”—Umayyad 

referring to a new Sunni populist 

trend in Syria that emphasizes Syria’s 

connection with the Umayyad 

Dynasty, whose caliphate was based 

in Syria. Although he uses the 

expression in a somewhat joking way, 

the “Umayyad” populist trend itself 

reflects continuity with the rhetoric of 

Syrian President Ahmad al-Sharaa 

and his supporters prior to the fall of 

the regime in which they emphasized 

the status of Hay’at Tahrir al-Sham 

(HTS) as an entity upholding Sunni 

interests in Syria.[7] In addition, the 

new Syrian army does in fact feature 

religious instruction that appears to 

exclude non-Sunnis from joining for 

the time being.[8] For her part, the ex-

brigadier general’s wife claimed that 

under Assad life was better because 

they were living with “dignity.” Even 

so, neither of them has any interest in 

taking up arms against the new state. 

Alongside the pragmatic approach of 

Nubl and al-Zahra to the new order 

and the disarmament of the two 

villages, one should also note that the 
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new authorities appear to have taken 

up a particular commitment to 

protecting minorities in the Aleppo 

area. According to Omar al-Hasan, 

who served as an independent M.P. in 

the Syrian parliament under the Assad 

regime and was backed by the Baqir 

Brigade, one of the conditions for 

defection the Baqir Brigade’s leader 

al-Hajj Khalid put to Ahmad al-

Sharaa and the insurgent leadership 

was that they should protect 

minorities in the Aleppo region, 

including the people of Nubl and al-

Zahra.[9] 

All the above factors combined mean 

that the security situation in Nubl and 

al-Zahra is stable. Indeed, it would 

not be an exaggeration to say that 

Nubl and al-Zahra are among the 

safest places in Syria right now. One 

does not walk the streets in fear of 

being confronted by an armed gang or 

individual or that an armed clash will 

take place in the street between rival 

individuals (including members of a 

single family), families, and clans—a 

regular occurrence in the primarily 

Sunni province of Deraa in the south, 

by way of contrast.[10] Nor are there 

reports of murders and assassinations. 

Nor does security need to be managed 

by auxiliary militias amid a deficiency 

in the capacity of the local police and 

security forces. 

In fact, locals now say that security 

and law enforcement are better under 

the police and security apparatus in 

Nubl and al-Zahra (an outgrowth of 

the HTS–backed Salvation 

Government’s police force and the 

HTS–backed “Public Security 

Apparatus”) because the police 

apparatus in the days of Assad regime 

control during the war had little 

power to deal with complaints, given 

how widespread possession of 

weapons was. Now, by contrast, while 

Nubl and al-Zahra are certainly not 

crime-free (for example, residents are 

careful about ensuring doors are 

locked in order to be on guard against 

thefts), the police and security 

apparatus can meaningfully respond 

to complaints. The police and security 

apparatus have also taken the 

additional measure of installing 

security cameras to identify suspects. 

In addition, the police and security 

forces, all of whom come from 

outside Nubl and al-Zahra,’ with no 

efforts made to recruit locals, 

generally behave professionally in 

The police station in Nubl, July 9, 2025. Note the 

Syrian Salvation Government emblem. (Photo 

credit: author) 
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dealing with the local population. 

They do not roam the streets 

harassing locals or shouting sectarian 

insults at them, nor are there raids, 

arbitrary arrests, or confiscations of 

property targeting “regime 

remnants”[11] and supposed cells 

linked to Hezbollah and/or Iran. The 

checkpoints at the entrances to Nubl 

and al-Zahra via the Aleppo–

Gaziantep route are not there to harass 

and humiliate the local population or 

restrict their movements but rather to 

prevent the entry of individuals who 

might harass or harm the local 

population. 

 

At the entrance to Nubl, I have 

observed the checkpoint being 

manned by personnel of the Public 

Security Apparatus and, more 

recently, Military Police who 

originated from the Turkish–backed 

“Syrian National Army.”[12] I have 

always seen them deal respectfully 

with locals, and they have behaved 

similarly in my own interactions with 

them. The first time I entered Nubl for 

a visit (a visit lasting only a few 

hours), the Public Security 

Apparatus’s primary concern was to 

make sure I did not have weapons 

with me and to know where I had 

lived “before the liberation.” They 

kept my passport on that occasion but 

just to make sure that I would actually 

leave the town after my visit. From 

that time on, I have generally had no 

problem entering or exiting the town. 

On one other occasion, I was held for 

an extended time by the Public 

Security Apparatus at the town’s 

checkpoint, though this was because 

the new personnel at the checkpoint 

did not know me and decided to refer 

the matter to their supervisors to 

check that I had entered the country 

legally and that my documentation 

was valid. 

The sense of optimism about security 

is reinforced by the fact that while 

there were widespread concerns 

within Nubl and al-Zahra when 

reports emerged in March 2025 about 

massacres of Alawites in the coastal 

regions, fears that they too would be 

targeted did not at all materialize. In 

short, Nubl and al-Zahra currently 

find themselves effectively protected 

by the new state. This protection has 

not gone unnoticed among some 

people from some neighboring Sunni 

towns and villages and is in fact a 

source of some resentment. In 

February 2025, some inhabitants of 

these neighboring localities held a 

demonstration at the entrance of Nubl, 

demanding that people from Nubl and 

al-Zahra who are implicated in crimes 

against them be held accountable.[13]  

To be fair, there is some justification 

to those demands: some of those from 

Nubl and al-Zahra who fought on the 

side of the Assad regime, Iran, and 

Hezbollah did engage in acts of 

criminal destruction and looting of 

properties in some of the neighboring 
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Sunni villages. Just opposite Nubl, on 

the Aleppo–Gaziantep route, is the 

Sunni village of Mayer. The majority 

of the village (which was captured by 

the regime in 2016 and was, to be 

sure, a place from which many 

projectiles were fired indiscriminately 

at Nubl and al-Zahra)[14]remains in 

ruins, having been subjected to 

looting by some fighters from Nubl 

and al-Zahra. However, some locals 

in Nubl and al-Zahra, in response to 

these demands for accountability, 

assert that those who have actually 

committed crimes have either been 

arrested by the state or are wanted and 

have fled. 

In a similar vein, a local news page 

for the town of Hreitan (a Sunni town 

located just north of Aleppo city) 

featured the following post by a North 

Aleppo countryside local called 

Muhammad Balkash, complaining 

about how displaced Sunnis who 

supported the opposition to Assad 

have not received any justice or 

recompense while Sunni supporters of 

the former regime and the people of 

Nubl and al-Zahra seemingly enjoy 

immunity and protection: 

In north Aleppo countryside: from Tel 

Refaat in the north to Hreitan, 

Anadan, Kafr Hamra and al-

Layramun in the south, passing 

through Mayer, Hayyan, Bayanun and 

Ratyan, the displaced returns to sell 

his land either to rebuild his home or 

build a new home, while the 

Sunni shabih (Assad supporter) who 

stole and plundered the displaced 

people’s livelihoods enjoys the wealth 

he stole. In contrast, the localities of 

Nubl and al-Zahra enjoy protection 

under the slogan of “civil peace,” 

when they were the human resource 

for Iran’s militias and were the tip of 

the spear in killing us, displacing us 

and stealing our homes and 

possessions![15] 
 

In some cases, the rhetoric against 

Nubl and al-Zahra is inflammatory, 

and while the government may make 

occasional rhetorical commitments to 

stamping out sectarian incitement, 

little in practice is actually being done 

by the government to address this 

problem. For example, activist Abd 

al-Jabbar Abu Thabit, commenting on 

a social media post in which the Azaz 

regional administration[16] highlighted 

the honouring of outstanding school 

students from Nubl, wrote a message 

collectively labelling the people of 

Nubl and al-Zahra as criminals and 

the students as “children of killers.” 

He similarly criticized the 

government and its advertisement of 

the event as “deepening the wound 

and increasing the pains of the people 

of the northern countryside.” To those 

from Nubl and al-Zahra who posed in 

photographs with government 

officials, he warned that “you are thus 

provoking the revolutionaries and are 

digging your grave with your 

foolishness and hands.” [17] 
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More recently, some initiatives have 

been advertised in pro-government 

media in a bid to promote a spirit of 

conciliation between Nubl and al-

Zahra and the surrounding Sunni 

villages. Most notably, it was claimed 

that during the government–sponsored 

fundraising campaign for Aleppo 

(“Aleppo is the Respected Lady of 

All”) in December 2025, the people of 

Nubl and al-Zahra pledged more than 

a quarter of a million dollars. 

However, such pledges mean little to 

the people of the surrounding Sunni 

villages if they do not readily translate 

to actual compensation and 

reconstruction.[18] 

Some Restrictions and Grievances 

Whatever positive observations might 

be made about security and law 

enforcement, there are some de 

facto restrictions that seem to be the 

result of consultations between the 

notables of Nubl and al-Zahra and the 

local security apparatus and regional 

security authorities. These 

consultations and the restrictions are 

driven by a desire to 

avoid fitna (internal strife), which 

could refer, for instance, to behavior 

that might be seen as provocative 

towards Sunnis. The most obvious 

restriction is that it is now de facto 

forbidden to engage in any public 

expressions of support for Iran, its 

supreme leader Ayatollah Khamane’i, 

or Hezbollah and other Shiite 

components of the “Axis of 

Resistance.” 

Thus, while one will find residents of 

Nubl and al-Zahra who identify 

Khamene’i as their marja’ (a Shiite 

clerical authority whose rulings and 

guidance one follows), public images 

of Khamene’i are forbidden. It is also 

notable that efforts are being made to 

remove the image of the deceased 

IRGC Quds Force commander 

Qassem Soleimani: most notably, his 

image that was on a monument in 

Nubl’s “Martyrs Park” (a cemetery 

dedicated to the “martyrs” of Nubl 

during the war, a project that was 

financed by Iran) has now been 

removed. However, graves that 

feature images of fighters alongside 

the old flag of Assad’s Syria and 

Hezbollah have otherwise not been 

touched, likely out of regard by the 

new authorities for the sentiments of 

A mural at Nubl’s “Martyrs Park” 

commemorating the Hamas-led October 7 attack. 

Photo taken in 2025. (Photo credit: author) 
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families in Nubl who have relatives 

buried in the cemetery. 

On the wider religious level too, 

celebrations of Shiite religious 

festivals in the streets are not taking 

place. A recent example to illustrate 

the contrast between now and then is 

the occasion of Ashura, which occurs  

 

Many images commemorate “martyrs” with the 

logo of Hezbollah (in the upper-left corner) and/or 

the old flag of Syria remain. This photo is from the 

tomb of Taher Nasrallah, who was killed with a 

group of fighters from Nubl and al-Zahra in 

Saraqeb (Idlib province) in February 2020, 

apparently in a Turkish drone attack. Some other 

posters of “martyrs” that were visible in the first 

half of 2025 had also been removed by September 

(Photo credit: author)  

on the tenth day of the Islamic month 

of Muharram and is commemorated 

by Shiite Muslims as an occasion to  

 

 

mark the martyrdom of al-Husayn bin 

Ali, the Third Shiite Imam. In the 

past, the day of Ashura would be 

commemorated by a public march in 

the streets. Further, in the days 

leading up to Ashura, Latmiyat (songs 

to express mourning) would be played 

in the streets. In 2025, no such rituals 

took place, although inside mosques 

and homes “Husayn councils” could 

be held as usual (meetings that would 

include reading of the Qur’an, 

sermons from clerics where 

applicable, and recitation of stories 

about the killing of Islam’s Prophet 

Muhammad’s family at the Battle of 

Karbala). 
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An Ashura procession in Nubl (August 2022). No 

such procession was held in 2025 (Photo credit: 

author) 

 

The caution against fitna extends to 

use of social media too. For example, 

al-Sayyid Muhy al-Din Muhy al-Din, 

a cleric from Nubl who is a follower 

of Ayatollah Sistani, put out an online  

to the people of Nubl and al-Zahra in 

summer 2025, urging  

them delete any status updates or 

posts on social media that contain 

“provocation of the other side” (i.e., 

the Sunnis). As he emphasized, “The 

situation is sensitive and tense, and 

we do not need anything that 

increases the tension . . . when you 

put on your status or account a picture 

of so-and-so, and such-and-such post, 

or such-and-such latmiya, this 

contains provocation of the other side 

. . . embrace silence and keep away 

from everything that stirs up 

sensitivities.”  

 

The caution against fitna aside, there 

are also some grievances that concern 

the economic situation and services. 

In this regard, there is some overlap 

with problems in other parts of Syria, 

but there is also a local sectarian angle 

at play here. The departure of Iran and 

Hezbollah has led to a surge of 

unemployment in Nubl and al-Zahra 

because those who were working with 

the LDF formations just before the 

regime fell lost their jobs and salaries. 

In the realm of agriculture, 

livelihoods were impacted by the 

drought in 2025 that caused 

widespread crop failure across the 

north Aleppo countryside. More 

generally, some complain that 

individuals from Nubl and al-Zahra 

who seek work in neighboring 

localities are rejected on the grounds 

of being Shiite and/or perceived 

supporters of the prior regime.[19] 
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The difficult economic situation has 

thus continued to contribute to 

emigration from Nubl and al-Zahra, 

with many young people seeking job 

opportunities in Lebanon and Iraq, 

reflecting a trend from prior to the fall 

of the regime. 

 

In terms of services, while good 

quality water is available from 

underground wells, there is generally 

no reliable national grid electricity to 

meet domestic needs. The main 

exception to this was the provision of 

some national grid electricity that 

would allow households to fill their 

water tanks with water from the state 

network. In November 2025, 

however, unidentified assailants 

destroyed an electricity tower that 

supplied this electricity to Nubl and 

al-Zahra, and, as of the time of 

writing, this disruption has not yet 

been fixed, forcing residents to rely 

on water from private wells at higher 

costs. It is certain that the sabotage 

was carried out for motives of hatred 

toward the people of Nubl and al-

Zahra. 

For other electricity needs, 

households are mostly reliant on 

diesel generators that are very costly, 

at a rate of around $1 per 

kilowatt,[20] a rate several times 

higher than in the town of Azaz on the 

border with Turkey that has long been 

connected to the Turkish 

grid.[21] There is talk within Nubl and 

al-Zahra about plans to extend the 

Turkish grid connection to the two 

villages, but there is no definitive 

confirmation. Others with more 

money at their disposal can also 

install solar panels to supply 

electricity for purposes such as 

refrigeration and charging of 

electronic devices. Even so, 

maintaining constant use of a fridge 

can prove prohibitively expensive for 

many households, which then resort 

to turning off the fridge for periods—

posing health risks from the food 

stored therein. 

Assessment: Nubl and al-Zahra and 

Minorities in Syria 

On the positive side, one might argue 

that the excellent security situation in 

Nubl and al-Zahra, which is likely to 

endure, could provide a model for law 

enforcement in the country, more 

generally, and protection of minorities 

within their own localities, in 

particular. The authorities’ 

commitment to protecting the 

View of Nub’l outskirts and surrounding 

countryside ,(summer 2025). Photo Credit: author 
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inhabitants, the inhabitants’ own 

pragmatism, and the authorities’ 

monopoly on force have meant that 

the two localities have not witnessed 

the sort of violence and instability 

observed in other parts of Syria. At 

times, it almost seems as though Nubl 

and al-Zahra are a world apart from 

the reports of violence in other parts 

of Syria. On a wider level, 

encouraging a state of law and order 

and arms control should be among the 

top priorities of outside actors 

engaging with the new Syrian 

government. 

However, it has to be said that Nubl 

and al-Zahra—by virtue of their status 

as geographically isolated minority 

communities that can only 

realistically survive by accepting the 

new government and adopting a 

conciliatory stance—present a rather 

exceptional situation compared with 

regions inhabited by larger, more 

widely distributed minority 

populations such as the coastal region 

with its Alawite population, the 

primarily Druze province of al-

Suwayda’, and the Kurdish Northeast. 

In al-Suwayda’, in particular, 

possession of personal arms is 

widespread, and the existence of local 

Druze armed groups that have largely 

assumed responsibility for security 

reflects continuity with the situation 

during the war prior to the fall of the 

Assad regime. With the widespread 

violations committed against Druze 

by government forces and pro-

government “tribal militias” in the 

summer, Druze armed groups have 

now congregated around a rejectionist 

position toward the central 

government, demanding either a 

Druze autonomous region or an 

independent Druze state. Whether or 

not one thinks the notion of Druze 

independence is realistic, the armed 

groups in al-Suwayda’ have reason to 

be skeptical of the government and 

maintain their status. 

Even going beyond the issue of 

minorities, the past fourteen years of 

war saw the widespread dissemination 

of weapons among the Sunni 

population, with acquisition of arms 

being remarkably easy even in Sunni 

areas not too far from Nubl and al-

Zahra, such as the town of Azaz and 

its environs. It is doubtful whether the 

state has the capacity or will to 

enforce disarmament among the 

Sunni population, which, after all, 

constitutes the new government’s core 

support base. As the events in al-

Suwayda’ showed, al-Sharaa is 

appreciative of the notion of armed 

Sunni tribal mobilization in the name 

of supporting the new Syrian 

state.[22] Would he want to risk 

alienating this constituency of support 

by seeking to disarm it? Within the 

environment of Nubl and al-Zahra and 

its environs, a problem posed by the 

disarmament of the two villages as 

opposed to the lack of disarmament of 

the surrounding Sunni localities is that 

some locals may feel reluctant to 
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venture outside the two villages out of 

fear of being targeted for sectarian 

and/or revenge killings. 

This fear is then amplified by 

incidents in which people from Nubl 

and al-Zahra who went outside the 

two villages and were killed, such as 

the kidnapping and killing of Qays 

Ghreeb in August 2025[23] and the 

killing of Ali Faraj al-Sayyid in 

September 2025.[24] Adding to 

anxieties are occasional rumours of 

abduction of girls from Nubl and al-

Zahra, the most recent case being that 

of Aya Dasho, a writer who worked 

with the Iranians in producing 

propaganda for the Islamic Republic 

and had returned from Lebanon to 

Nubl. She then disappeared in 

December 2025 in a case that was 

rumored either to be a criminal 

kidnapping or arrest by the security 

forces, although the latter seems 

unlikely. It has since been claimed 

that she and her family left for 

Lebanon, but there are no definitive 

confirmations of her whereabouts. 

Whatever the truth of the affair, the 

uncertainty surrounding her story has 

reinforced anxiety that women in 

Nubl and al-Zahra might not be safe. 

Turning to other Syrian Twelver 

Shiite communities, it is clear that not 

all of them have enjoyed the same 

protection from the new authorities as 

that afforded to the two villages of 

Nubl and al-Zahra. In Homs province, 

in particular,where the Twelver Shiite 

community is more geographically 

widespread, there have been multiple 

reports of displacement and 

violations.[25] For example, a 

prominent Shiite cleric in Homs 

province, Rasul Shahud, was 

assassinated by unknown assailants in 

July 2025. They almost certainly 

targeted him on a sectarian 

basis.[26]Moreover, whereas the 

people of Nubl and al-Zahra have 

been able to return to their homes, the 

original inhabitants of the two Idlib 

Twelver Shiite villages of al-Fua and 

Kafariya—who were fully evacuated 

in 2018 as part of a deal brokered by 

Iran, after being besieged by the 

insurgents since 2015[27]—have not 

yet been able to return. Their homes 

were confiscated by armed factions, 

and Sunni IDPs from other parts of 

Syria were settled in them and the 

villages were effectively transformed 

into Sunni localities.  

The government seems either 

unwilling or unable to evict those 

living in al-Fua and Kafariya and 

secure the return of the original 

inhabitants, some of whom have told 

me that they do not feel it would be 

safe to return as there is no security 

guarantee from the government, in 

addition to threats from inhabitants of 

neighboring Sunni localities such as 

Binnish.[28] 

In short, while Nubl and al-Zahra 

present nuances in understanding the 

situation of minorities in the country, 
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outside actors should realize that the 

two villages do not necessarily 

represent the general experience of 

minorities in Syria and that there are 

significant obstacles to replicating the 

positive aspects of the Nubl and al-

Zahra model elsewhere. The new 

Syrian government should thus be 

held to account for its shortcomings, 

focusing in particular on the need for 

building the country’s security 

apparatus and military forces on a 

basis that rejects a sectarian framing 

of Syria’s identity and eschews 

animosity toward minority sects such 

as the Alawites and Twelver Shiites. 

This building of a new, non-sectarian 

identity is of course also required on 

the national level such that in the 

long-run, minority towns should no 

longer need special checkpoints to 

protect them from attacks; nor should 

Shiite practices like holding Ashura 

processions in the streets or 

playing Latmiyat be seen as 

“provocative” acts that have to be 

suppressed. 
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