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A belief in reincarnation is atypical within Islam, although exceptions exist with a

few small sects. This essay analyzes the role that reincarnation plays in maintaining

a sense of unity and identity among the Druze, an Islamic sect residing primarily

in the Levantine Middle East. It also describes the necessary conditions for

reincarnation according to Druze doctrine and as evidenced in reincarnation

stories. Reincarnation is of great social significance for the Druze, regarding family

and village relations, and the Druze community at large. There is, however, some

resistance within the community to a belief in reincarnation. This resistance is due

in part to image management in the political context of Syria, and also because a

belief in reincarnation is a stigma for a group in the Islamic M iddle East. It also

works against Druze efforts to present itself to the world as modern. (Islam, Druze

identity, reincarnation)

A belief in reincarnation is atypical for Islam. There are, however, some Islamic
sects that believe in reincarnation, including the Druze and Alawi who are most
numerous in Lebanon, Syria, and Turkey. These minority groups hold a tenuous
position among Muslims, in some measure due to their belief in reincarnation,
and are often considered by their mainstream Sunni or Shi’a co-religionists as
heterodox or even heretical. Druze and Alawi differ in several particulars
regarding how they describe the workings of reincarnation, but this essay focuses
only on the Druze. 

The Druze believe that reincarnation occurs among all humans at all places
and times, and that some remember previous lives but the majority do not. There
is, however, no blanket agreement among Druze regarding reincarnation. There
are many who are skeptics about the phenomenon and dismiss it outright. At the
same time there are many others who circulate stories and maintain a curiosity
and openness about the phenomenon. On both ends of the spectrum there is a
guardedness associated with talk about reincarnation because of sensitivity to
outside perceptions. 

A complicating factor is that the Druze sect is esoteric and secretive about
most aspects of its religious tenets. As such it is difficult to ascertain much
regarding how reincarnation fits into Druze doctrine. This essay, however, is less
concerned with Druze reincarnation as religious doctrine and practice, and more
as a social phenomenon that enhances sect unity and identity despite the fact that
reincarnation is not uniformly accepted among Druze. The genre of concern here
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is reincarnation stories that may have roots in religious doctrine but exist and
proliferate in everyday informal talk.

Fieldwork for this research took place in two locales in southern Syria,
Jeremana, and Suwayda. Jeremana is a densely populated urban neighborhood
in southern Damascus with a large Druze population; Suwayda is a rural
provincial capitol about one hundred kilometers south of Damascus and the
villages in this province are almost exclusively Druze. Research consisted of
participant observation, living among informants, and interviews. Reincarnation
was not a major focus of research at first, but the topic arose frequently and it
became clear that reincarnation was tied to notions of Druze identity. Reincarna-
tion stories were recorded on audio tape.

The relationship between reincarnation and sect unity and identity is
illustrated with examples from three stories—those of Abu Qasim, Amal, and
Saeed —collected during fieldwork in Damascus and Suwayda, Syria.  The first1 2

story is of Abu Qasim, whose older brother Marwan died in a farming accident
when Abu Qasim was a boy. Several years later, an adolescent named Shafiq
approached Abu Qasim’s family claiming to be Marwan reincarnated. The
second story is about Amal, a woman living in Damascus who, at the age of
eighteen, lost her mother at home in an electrocution accident. Approximately
five years later a girl named Lamis, who lived in a distant village, was thought
to possibly be Amal’s reincarnated mother. The third story concerns Saeed,
whose mother died in an automobile accident when he was a teenager and whose
family, about five years later, agreed to meet a girl who was rumored to be their
reincarnated mother. Forty years later Saeed, now in his seventies, maintains a
relationship with this woman, his “mother,” who is currently known as Um
Yasir. 

These stories contain shared elements that include a sudden and unexpected
death as a catalyst toward remembered past lives; the contemporary prelude,
where rumors and gossip set the stage for reunions; the descriptions of first
encounters; the use of reported speech in establishing proof of reincarnation; and
the reporting of past-present accommodations, i.e., how people live with
reincarnation. In telling these stories, there is often the acknowledgment that
reunions occur at the cost of some dissonance both for the families who are
approached by someone claiming to be a reincarnated relative and for the
presumed reincarnated individual whose divided self becomes caught in the
corporeal “shirt” of a body with its own life to live, but linked strongly to a past
life. 

When speaking about reincarnation, Druze refer to it in standard Arabic as
taqammus (reincarnation, transmigration of souls) but colloquially as natiq. In
Arabic, taqammus derives from qammasa (to clothe with a shirt). There is thus
the linguistic implication that taqammus describes a soul that becomes
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re-clothed, or re-enveloped from one life to another. The body that a soul enters
as it transmigrates from one human life to another is conceived as being a
container or robe of the soul (Abu-Izzedin 1993:116). Tanasukh, another term
in standard Arabic for reincarnation, carries connotations of rebirth and
transmigration that can include a soul moving from human to animal form, but
this is not possible in the Druze conception of reincarnation. Tanasukh is rarely
used by Druzes when discussing Druze-specific reincarnation.

Druze sometimes refer to a person who has been reincarnated as natiq, which
means remembering one’s actions in past lives (Abu-Izzedin 1993:125). There
is, however, no uniform agreement even among the Druze regarding the use and
meaning of natiq. Dr. Samy Swayd, University of California San Diego, says
Druze use natiq to index the fact that previous lives are remembered and spoken
about (personal communication).

In Druze reincarnation stories, the role of speech is essential, which the
colloquial term natiq clearly implies because the reincarnated soul is “one who
speaks.” When Abu Qasim or Amal, for example, are convinced that they have
encountered a deceased loved one in another person’s body, it is largely by
speech. Amal, as will be shown, also responds strongly to the idiosyncratic
gestures that a girl uses as she greets Amal and her siblings as indicating her
reincarnated mother. But the most crucial evidence is with verbal testimony,
which may sometimes be backed up by telling examples of nonverbal
communication. The stories people tell make frequent use of reported speech, a
common linguistic strategy for establishing authority and veracity in narrative
(e.g., Bauman 1986; Briggs 1988).

DOCTRINAL UNDERPINNINGS AND NECESSARY CONDITIONS

Secrecy and Esotericism

Although secrecy and the esoteric characterize Druze religious knowledge,3

several sources describe the basic tenets of the sect (Andary 1994; CORA 1984,
1996; Makarem 1974; deSacy 1838; Shavit 1993). The pursuit of formal
religious knowledge is not open to just anyone, Druze included. If a Druze
chooses to pursue religious study, it is only possible as an adult and through
establishing a mentoring relationship with religious leaders. Thus, Druze children
are not taught the more arcane aspects of Druze religion, yet they are aware of
their sect identity, in part through the informal mechanism of reincarnation
stories.

The Druze are a closed sect, and for ten centuries have not accepted converts.
According to Druze doctrine, all human souls were created in one moment, and
their number is fixed for all time. Additionally, each person is made of body and
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soul, and while the body belongs to the physical world and degenerates after
death, the soul is eternal. This means that the sect’s number has been fixed since
its inception and maintained through reincarnation. When a Druze dies the soul
is immediately reborn in another (Druze) body, or it is reborn beyond the human
into the next ascending realm of closeness to God. There are a few exceptions to
this, as when an individual had lived a previous life outside of the sect
boundaries, but the vast majority of reincarnation stories involve Druzes being
reincarnated as Druzes. The issue of the sect being closed—not accepting
converts—thus means that there is a very clear and strong sense of sect
membership. Moreover, it places reincarnation in an important position vis-à-vis
sect identity and membership. Ideologically, to be a Druze is to be a member of
a community that has been intact and impermeable for at least a thousand years,
and reincarnation is the mechanism through which the integrity of the original
community of Druze souls has been maintained. 

When researching reincarnation, the investigator might encounter among
informants a reluctance to discuss the topic due to the sect’s secrecy regarding
religious matters. Even among those who are quite familiar with and trusting of
the investigator, discussion of reincarnation is often guarded. Sometimes,
informants avoid recalling uncomfortable, disconcerting moments from the
past— for example, when family members debated whether to accept a presumed
reincarnated individual’s claim to be a deceased loved one or, conversely, when
someone who felt reincarnated had to wrestle with the confusion wrought by the
experience of being a divided self, caught between the present and the past.
Additionally, guardedness is related to the stigma associated with the belief in
reincarnation in the perception of Muslims, and Christians for that matter, in
Syria and Lebanon where most Druze reside.

Necessary Conditions

Although not alone in the world in holding a belief in reincarnation, Druze
are unusual in the cultural and religious context of the Muslim Middle East for
having a belief in reincarnation. Compared with other examples of reincarnation,
the most significant differences specific to Druze and that influence what is heard
in reincarnation stories include the following:

1. Sudden, Unexpected Death. Most remembered past lives are of Druzes
who experienced sudden, unexpected, and often violent death.

2. Immediate Rebirth. In most cultures where reincarnation is believed, a
soul can hover for months or years before rebirth. For the Druze, the soul of the
recently deceased is immediately reborn as either an infant or a higher non-
human form. 
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3. Only Human (or Higher) Rebirth. The possibility that a soul might
transfer to a nonhuman corporeal existence does not exist in Druze belief. In
Druze reincarnation, the soul is reborn only in human form, unless the soul
moves above human existence.

Sudden Unexpected Death. An extensive cross-cultural study of reincarnation
by Stevenson (1975, 1977, 1980, 1983, 1997) identified some universal features
that include a sudden and violent death:

High incidences of violent deaths among the previous personalities have been found in all . . .

cultures in which I have studied these cases. . . . Violent death is usually unexpected and

sudden . . . . A considerable number of the . . . previous personalities died at a time when they had

what I call “unfinished business.” By this expression I refer to someone like a mother who dies

and leaves an infant or small child needing her care (Stevenson 1980:355).

It is interesting that in Stevenson’s comparison of eight different cultures, the
Lebanese/Syrian Druze and the Turkish Alawites report the highest percentage
of violent deaths in their reincarnation stories (Table 1).

Table 1

Data on Percentage of Violent Deaths in Cases of Reincarnation

Country, Ethnic and/or

Religious Group(s)

Percentage of

Violent Deaths

Total Number

of Cases

Turkey (Alawi) 73.7% 133 cases

Lebanon and Syria (Druze) 67.6% 77 cases

India (Hindu) 46.8% 172 cases

Burma (Buddhist) 44.4% 230 cases

Thailand (Buddhist) 41.6% 31 cases

Sri Lanka (Buddhist) 40.0% 95 cases

Alaska (Tlingit) 36.2% 65 cases

British Columbia and Alaska (Haida) 29.4% 24 cases

(Derived from Stevenson 1980:356)

Stevenson adds that even in cases of reincarnation following a natural death, the
death was usually sudden and unexpected. The “soul is taken by surprise,” as a
Druze informant would say. Stories of Druze reincarnation often involve a
sudden, unexpected, and often violent death, which is considered to be a
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particularly likely condition for reincarnation. Saeed’s mother, for example, died
in a car accident when he was a teenager. About five years later, his family
agreed to meet a young girl who was said to possibly be their reincarnated
mother. With varying degrees of attachment and interest, Saeed and his siblings
came to accept that this girl had their mother’s soul. Saeed in particular, 40 years
later in the 1990s, continued to maintain a warm and cordial relationship with
her.

Abu Qasim’s older brother, Marwan, died while farming when a tractor
overturned, fatally pinning him and injuring his father. The father was with
Marwan as he spoke his dying words, and the person claiming to be a
reincarnated Marwan, named Shafiq, was able to recall passages of conversation
that took place between father and son at the site of the accident. Abu Qasim’s
story illustrates the use of reported speech:

No one believed him at first. Much of what he said concerned an explanation of how the accident

happened. After that encounter in the street [when Abu Qasim’s family was approached by Shafiq

claiming to be Marwan] he came to see my father. My father also did not believe him at first until

he spoke to him regarding exactly how the accident happened. He knew what [Marwin] said on

the day he died, what he said at the last moment . . . . My father was running and he wanted to

help him, you know. He was saying, “Oh father, do not bleed, do not bleed,” until the end. My

father had also been hurt in the accident. After Shafiq said these words, my father said, “Alright.

This man is surely Marwan.”

Amal’s mother was electrocuted in a household accident when Amal was 17
years old. Amal was at home with her mother when this occurred. Approximately
five years later, a girl named Lamis claimed that she was the reincarnated mother
and remembered dying in Amal’s arms. Amal related: 

Approximately five years after my mother died, we started hearing stories that my mother was

reincarnated in a village in the district of Suwayda. There was a girl there who talked about

having children that she had left behind. And this girl said to her mother, “I have a beautiful

house, more beautiful than your house, and I have children.” When her mother tried to get her to

eat she refused food, insisting instead that she wanted to take care of her children. She would

often say that she had another family. The first thing she said was, “I have a girl, her name is

Amal,” because she died in my arms. 

Amal also reported how people reacted to her mother’s death:

People would always say, “God willing, your mother is reincarnated.” They would say this with

great certainty because whoever dies in an accident and has children or has left behind something

special, people say “God willing, they are reincarnated.” This is especially so in the case of a

violent sudden accident. But it is not so much the case when it comes to a natural death.
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Stevenson (1983) can only speculate as to why violent and/or sudden death
is such a common feature cross-culturally in cases of reported reincarnation.
Perhaps, he offers, it is due to the intensity and suffering of the pre-death
experience. The intensity might somehow fix the memory of the death, and then
by association, other memories of the life left behind adhere. Among Hindus in
India, people who die unexpectedly are said to be able to remember their
previous existence well because “although their body was destroyed, their
being . . . was still roaming about in an unconscious state . . . if one dies
unexpectedly, the memory of the past is still alive after nine months in a new
womb” (Gupta 1992:189-190).

Immediate Rebirth. In some cultural models of reincarnation, the soul is not
necessarily reborn immediately, but can linger for many years before rebirth
(Stevenson 1983). Immediate rebirth, however, distinguishes Druze reincarna-
tion and happens immediately or very shortly after death, with the soul of one
who died re-entering the world through the body of an infant. 

In all three stories considered here, the chronology after the precipitating
death is clear. Amal’s family begins to hear rumors of their mother’s possible
reincarnation four to five years after her death. The same is true for Saeed and
his family, and Abu Qasim’s family. The expectation of immediate rebirth,
especially if compounded by a sudden and violent death, may encourage a
receptivity to claims of reincarnation. Amal’s grandmother, for example, was
keen to investigate rumors about Lamis and took it upon herself to travel to the
village where the young girl was said to live. By such means, the social distance
closes between Druze individuals and families who were previously
unacquainted—because they were from different villages, cities, or class
backgrounds—and new intra-sect bonds and networks are established. For Druze,
reincarnation creates a bridge within the sect that connects individual and family
kin-based networks, and links villages and neighborhoods. It creates a sense of
long-term sect membership, shared despite divisions brought about by
geography, social class, or other differences.

Only Human (or Higher) Rebirth. Debasement into animal form as karmic
justice occurs in some reincarnation models, but Druze reincarnation does not
include that possibility. It does include the possibility of rebirth to a higher order.
“The process of transmigration goes on to the end of time. In the process souls
rise through their attachment to the truth, to a higher degree of excellence, or
deteriorate by neglecting the teachings of religion” (Abu-Izzedin 1993:116). 
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SECT UNITY AND IDENTITY

Most Syrians are aware that the Druze hold a belief in reincarnation. People
in Damascus joke condescendingly about it. As a result, many Druze consider
reincarnation a liability for the sect because it can obscure or distract outsiders’
understanding from the more substantive philosophical underpinnings of their
beliefs. The outsiders’ focus on reincarnation depicts the sect as rife with
superstitions, and as exotic or strange in the context of mainstream Islamic belief
and practice. When the topic of reincarnation arose during field research, most
Druze were quick to point out that they are not alone in holding this belief, and
would then proceed to rattle off stories they had read about or seen on television.

 I interpret such responses as both a deflection away from the topic of Druze
reincarnation as well as a defensive posture that places them within a larger
world of believers, rather than as some peculiar group with a bizarre belief.
Goffman (1963) points out that stigma, or a spoiled identity, is not simply the
possession of a particular attribute, such as holding a belief in reincarnation, or
of individuals holding jobs considered below their station. Stigma does not exist
in a vacuum. To understand stigmatization requires recognizing the language of
relationships that revolve around stigma, not simply what specific attributes are
stigmatized. “An attribute that stigmatizes one type of possessor can confirm the
usualness of another, and therefore is neither creditable nor discreditable as a
thing in itself” (Goffman 1963:3). If the point is made by a Druze informant that
in much of South and East Asia Hindus and Buddhists believe in reincarnation,
the implication is clearly that reincarnation in and of itself is not universally
discreditable. This was not uncommon when the topic of reincarnation came up
among Druze with whom I was not well-acquainted. I would be given stories of
reincarnation that did not involve Druze individuals but would focus on the
centrality of reincarnation in other parts of the world and other belief systems.
This deflection reflects both the sect’s concern with secrecy of its religious
knowledge and its image management to avoid stigmatization.

Because reincarnation is said to be immediate, there is some openness and
even anticipation that the reborn souls, particularly those who died unexpectedly,
will make themselves known within three to seven years. These reborn souls are
understood to have re-entered the world “clothed” in the body of an infant. Some
children between the ages of three and seven may start talking about previous
lives. The receptivity within Druze families to this behavior varies, but others
outside the family may gossip about the child’s discourse, and then use Druze
networks to possibly bring about a reunion between a presumed reincarnated
individual and the family the soul had left behind.

Within families and communities, reincarnation brings with it various social
consequences. It brings together members of unrelated families who otherwise
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would never have cause to know each other. Reciprocal social relations, overlain
with endearing kin-based address terms, sometimes ensue from these “reunited”
relationships. Not all members of a family who are approached by an individual
claiming reincarnated ties are equally receptive to such overtures. At the same
time, many lifelong reincarnated kin relationships are maintained. Regular visits
can occur, gifts exchanged, financial assistance sought or offered, and advice on
marital issues and other important life matters may be requested and given. 

For most of his life. Abu Qasim was deeply skeptical about reincarnation. He
prefaced stories about reincarnation with two complementary points. He made
it clear that he was respectful of the Druze doctrine with which he was raised, but
this did not mean he blindly accepted every tenet with which the Druze were
associated. For most of his life, Abu Qasim had largely discounted the notion of
reincarnation because he felt it could not be explained scientifically. To him it
represented a superstitious folk belief. Indeed many Druze want to not be
identified as unquestioning believers of reincarnation. Amal, for example,
explained that her family’s initial hesitation to investigate rumors of her mother’s
reincarnation was because they were educated people. A tension exists between
ideas people have of the incompatibility between religion and being modern or
scientific minded. A tendency toward defensiveness when reincarnation is the
topic at hand should be understood as an effort in image management by a
community that is no stranger to stigmatization and marginality. 

But sometimes even the staunchest skeptics had to reconcile their stance on
reincarnation with experiences they had which were difficult to explain away. In
such cases, individuals were always careful to provide incontrovertible proof that
someone claiming to be a reincarnated loved one was truly so. Providing proof
is an essential part of all Druze reincarnation stories, and usually takes the form
of some family knowledge disclosed by an individual claiming to be a
reincarnated relative, knowledge known only to one or two family intimates and
the deceased family member. As such, the use of reported speech and the
language of testimony is central in reincarnation stories. Yet acceptance of such
testimony is not always immediate. Nor are the reunions that occur necessarily
joyous events; more typically, they are occasions fraught with mixed emotions.
Thus, Druzes have a range of stances on reincarnation: dismissal, skepticism,
reluctant belief, and acceptance. Across that span there is some sensitivity to
outsider perceptions of reincarnation, which is not surprising considering that the
Druze are a relatively small sect, constituting only 2 or 3 percent of the Syrian
population and only about 6 percent of the population in Lebanon.

Part of the reason for some hesitation to accept the legitimacy of a rebirth
story is that these stories are not a familiar genre in present-day Syria. Political
conditions discourage their reproduction, and reincarnation is nearly
unequivocally rejected in Islam. Syria is a country that is about 85 percent Sunni
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Muslim. The presidential ruling family is from a religious minority (Alawi) that
has ruled with a heavy hand for decades. The government of Hafez and now
Bashar al-Assad’s Ba’ath Party has effectively muted Syria’s multiplicity of
religious and ethnic groups, while working hard to perpetuate an ideology that
Syria is a country of unified Arab-Muslim-socialist citizenry. While there are
Christian churches and Shi’ite mosques in Syria, there also is a guardedness
regarding issues of religious and ethnic differences, and open discussion of such
distinctions is discouraged. In this political and religious milieu, rebirth stories
are not as familiar a genre as they are across parts of South Asia that are either
Hindu or Buddhist. For example, in India “the circulation of these stories itself
depends on (and creates) an acknowledgment of both their possibility and
authenticity” (Gupta 1992:189). There is a circulation of rebirth stories among
the Druze, but the telling is often marked by guardedness. It is not regularly
reproduced in popular discourse. Unlike Bauman’s (1986) tall tales or Briggs’s
(1988) Mexicano historical narratives that have a characteristic time and place
for their telling and re-telling, Druze reincarnation stories are privately
recounted. This is a genre that lacks an institutionalized association with a time
and place that would afford it public legitimacy. 

Abu Qasim’s Story of Marwan

Abu Qasim, a well-traveled and urbane businessman, recounted several
stories concerning reincarnation about which he had some direct knowledge. Of
these, however, the story about his brother who died in a farming accident when
Abu Qasim was a boy is likely the most salient for him. The circumstances
surrounding Marwan’s death and presumed reincarnation forced Abu Qasim to
re-examine the possibility that reincarnation exists.

Abu Qasim was the youngest child in his family by many years. In his
teenage and early adult years he avoided meeting with a slightly younger man
named Shafiq, who claimed to be his deceased brother. By his early twenties,
Abu Qasim had left for Nigeria for a stay of about ten years. At that time he
believed the reincarnation of Marwan was a possibility, but he was unable to be
certain of it. When he returned to Syria in the early 1970s, his sister informed
him that there was talk circulating about a reincarnated person, possibly Marwan.

My sister told me about a reincarnated person living here in Suwayda. His name was Shafiq

al-Hasan. My sister told me that he came to us and she met with him. I wasn’t exactly doubtful

about this matter, I just hadn’t seen him face to face. I went to his house, the house of Hasan in

Suwayda. . . . All of us were present in the room. He entered but no one had taken much notice

when he had entered the room. He said his greetings, salaam alay, as is typical, greeting

everyone. I had not seen the family before, any of them. He greeted me, and he said to me,

“Welcome A’del” [i.e., referring to his given name as opposed to his kunya, Abu Qasim], without
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anyone knowing me or having told him about me. I mean, he did not know me! We sat down and

we talked some. I wanted to talk with him at greater length to assess his claims. I told him I

wanted to come another time when there was enough time, when there weren’t any people, so I

could ask him questions. But two days after that I went to Damascus.

At this point, after his return from Nigeria, Abu Qasim was receptive to what
Shafiq might have to say, but many distractions and social demands did not offer
the opportunity for a more intensive questioning of Shafiq. Later, Abu Qasim
met and spoke at length with Shafiq, and was impressed with Shafiq’s intimate
knowledge and details of family history. Shafiq knew many things known only
to Abu Qasim and his mother. It was impossible to ignore the possibility that
Shafiq might actually be his brother reincarnated. After that, Abu Qasim started
to read as much as he could about reincarnation. 

Saeed and Um Yasir

The description of initial encounters between the presumed reincarnated
individual and members with whom he or she is trying to reunite is a key element
of all Druze reincarnation stories. These descriptions of first encounters are
heavily weighted emotionally; often there is crying and almost always some
instance of reported speech. Another first encounter story comes from Saeed, a
man now in his seventies who met his presumed reincarnated mother when he
was in his thirties and she was about four years old. At that time, Saeed lived in
Suwayda and the girl lived in Salkhad, a village some 30 kilometers southeast of
Suwayda. The girl’s paternal uncle had gone to Suwayda to inform Saeed’s
family about her and what she had been saying. She had convinced some
members of her natal family that her family from a previous life really existed
and was not a figment of her imagination. The uncle went to visit Saeed’s family,
telling them about the girl and what she had been saying, and inviting them to
visit Salkhad. Saeed’s first meeting with his reincarnated mother went as follows:

She [the girl] had spoken to her family. She told them, “my name is so and so, and I have children

who are named . . .” and she would name all her children. She spoke to them about our life, you

know, how we lived from day to day. She was four years old. Imagine that!

(AB: And she didn’t have any way of knowing you before that?)

No, never. There had never been any kind of relationship between her and us. None at all. 

(AB: What did your “mother” say to you the first time you went to Salkhad? What was it like that

day?)

It was extremely difficult. She cried. She threw herself into her mother’s housedress and cried.

Of course I tried to encourage her to come over to me but she was too overcome. On another day
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when her grandmother and grandfather came to visit me, she grabbed onto me like this, and she

cried and cried. She loved me so much. And I loved her very much. You see how it was? She

cried and cried and cried and cried. After a little while she started to feel better, her face was

cleaned off. I reached for her face, and that’s when I started to spoil and overindulge her [he

laughs]. She never ran away from me again. And ever since that day, I always visit her. It is a

strange thing, not an everyday thing at all. Rather, it is a mystery. I can’t explain it.

Saeed’s first encounter is less typical than those of Abu Qasim, Amal, and
others where the willingness to accept that one is in the presence of a
reincarnated person is not immediate. Of the three cases, Saeed’s acceptance of
his reincarnated mother came easily, and he is the exception even within his
immediate family. Saeed’s sister, Rasmia, said she had not seen Um Yasir (now
referred to by her kunya) in several years. Saeed admitted that he alone among
his siblings most consistently maintained a relationship with his reincarnated
mother, whom he always referred to as “my mother.” Abu Qasim, on the other
hand, approached his reincarnated kin with a studied distance at first. When Abu
Qasim returned from Damascus and had time to visit the boy, Shafiq, a second
time, he and his wife drove to his house to talk with him and “to be sure whether
he was exactly who he claimed to be.” Abu Qasim reported the following:

The first question I asked him was “when exactly did you know you were reincarnated?” He

replied, “The first time I felt that I was someone else was when I was three years old. I found

myself thinking that I was an adult and therefore that I should be physically much larger. I was

quite confused about why I was small, about why I was in a child’s body.” Then he said to me,

“Soon after that sensation, memories of my mother came to me.”

Shafiq also said he remembered details about places that were a part of his
previous life. He clearly described the large apricot trees at the house where he
had grown up as Abu Qasim’s brother, Marwan, and he was confused about the
discrepancy between where he was living in the present and where he thought he
should be living. He wanted to talk about this to his natal family,

. . . but they told him to be quiet. They did not want him to talk about it. . . . He had four sisters,

he was the only boy. His family got very angry. The young boy said to them, “you are not my

family. You are not my mother, and he is not my father, and she is not my sister, and they,” and

so on. They got very angry.

Amal’s story is similar in this regard. A young child expresses growing anger
and frustration, feeling she is in the wrong home with the wrong family. Such
outbursts are sometimes tolerated by natal families, hoping they will run their
course. Sometimes they are unwelcome and aggravating. It is a confusing and
difficult situation for the child and the natal family. Not everyone encourages or
even allows a child to talk in this manner. One informant said she threatened her
younger sister to keep her from talking about a previous life, and succeeded in
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muting her sister from this kind of talk. She justified her harshness, saying that
“it was stupid” for her sister to go on like that about another life and another
family. For this person, reincarnation is a liability—a superstition that
undermines the reputation of the Druze.

Abu Qasim related some of the stories the boy told him during their second
meeting, which was more intensive than the initial group visit. When he was a
child, Abu Qasim was nearly run over while playing in the street. His older
brother Marwan saved him with a tackle that got him out of the way of a truck
barreling down the road. Abu Qasim had long since forgotten this incident but
immediately remembered it upon its retelling. Not long after this second meeting,
Shafiq al-Hasan’s family moved to Kuwait for several years, where his father
had a job, and contact with him ceased. During this time, Abu Qasim read what
he could about reincarnation and came to feel more certain that Shafiq was his
deceased brother. 

After Shafiq’s family returned from Kuwait, Abu Qasim renewed a
relationship with Shafiq, which he described as warm and cordial. Before Shafiq
married, he visited members of Abu Qasim’s family to discuss the marriage and
receive approval because, as Abu Qasim and his wife said, “it is customary” for
a brother or a son to talk to his family about marriage plans. Marriage is one of
the most important decisions a Druze person makes in his life, and it is a decision
made in concert with one’s family (Shavit 1993:20). It made perfect sense for
Shafiq to discuss his marriage options and plans with the extended family of his
natal kin as well as those of his previous life.

Abu Qasim describes Shafiq as having a difficult life as a divided person.
“Life tires him a lot; he is weary of life.” Abu Qasim and his wife expressed
concern for him, but they see him less frequently now that he is married and has
children of his own to raise. They attribute Shafiq’s weariness with life to the
emotional difficulty of being “a reincarnated one.” Although reincarnation is a
point of cohesion for the Druze community, it comes at the cost of divided selves
that usually manage to reintegrate later in life. 

There is variability within families as far as receptiveness to reincarnated kin
is concerned. For example, it is primarily Saeed among five other siblings who
maintains a relationship with his reincarnated mother, known now as Um Yasir.
A pervasive ambivalence dominates peoples’ recollections in cases where a natal
family was faced with a child who was divided between the present and the past
or, conversely, a family whose lost loved one was claimed by someone years
later to be the reincarnated relative. Either way it is an emotionally fraught
situation. When a reincarnated soul was accepted and integrated into peoples’
lives, it became like any familial relationship, one that was a source of both
concern and delight. Abu Qasim and his wife relished Shafiq’s visits, but also
worried about what they perceived to be his sense of displacement and
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melancholy. Saeed said that both he and his “mother” were more often than not
anxious about each other’s welfare.

Right now it is a big problem for her because she is always thinking about how I am living,

whether everything in my life is going well. And at the same time, I am always worried and

fearful about her. Is her health good? Is she not tiring herself by working too much? Is everyone

treating her well? 

Amal’s Story

Amal’s three older siblings had already married and moved out of the house
by the time of their mother’s death, and Amal, at age eighteen, assumed the
duties of running the household and caring for her four younger siblings. I met
Amal when she was thirty-one. 

There are many similar elements in the stories related by Amal and Abu
Qasim. Both tell of violent deaths preceding reincarnation and describe rumors
about a reincarnation, followed by a description of problems a young child was
having reconciling conflicting experiences of the present and the past. Also, both
describe ambivalence in their families regarding whether or how to determine if
a previous personality is indeed their relative. Amal described the following:

Approximately five years after my mother died, we started hearing stories that my mother was

reincarnated in a village in the district of Suwayda. There was a girl there who talked about

having children that she had left behind as youths. And this girl said to her mother, “I have a

beautiful house, more beautiful than your house, and I have children.” When her mother tried to

get her to eat she refused food, insisting instead that she wanted to take care of her children. She

would often say that she had another family. She said, “I have a girl, her name is Amal.” [My

mother] died in my arms. . . . The last one to be with her was me. But, we are educated and so,

you know, [pause] we did not go to the village in order to see her. . . . But my grandmother went.

The excerpt above makes it apparent that Amal’s family was reluctant to act
on the rumors about the young girl. There was some ambivalence about being too
quick to accept that a reincarnation had occurred. Amal’s grandmother, however,
did not feel so constrained and went to the girl’s village to see the her, but the
girl’s father said she was too ill to receive visitors.

(AB: In her head or in her body?)

Psychologically ill. Psychologically, not in her body. Because of these problems that I am

relating. Her father was a teacher. He said, “How can I take my daughter to someone’s house and

say to the people there, ‘she is your mother’?”  He was right. Perhaps my family would not have

accepted this. Of course, different people see things differently. But when the girl got better, my

grandmother went there again, but again did not see this girl. After approximately a year and a

half passed . . . the girl improved greatly. The girl was to begin kindergarten, which is required.

Yet she refused to go because she was obsessed with concerns about her children. . . . Her uncle
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arrived from a trip working abroad, and said to the girl’s father, “you must take her to the place

she keeps describing.” She wasn’t able to concentrate at school. She thought about her children.

She didn’t think about her studies, or her father, or her mother, nor her grandfather, nor her

siblings. Then they came here with her.

Amal’s story, more than Abu Qasim’s, illustrates the agonizing emotions
sometimes faced by children and their families who are having difficulty
reconciling present and past. At many points in Amal’s story, the girl’s father
tries to protect his daughter and others from emotional turmoil by preventing a
meeting between his daughter (named Lamis) and Amal’s family. Because
Amal’s mother had died young, suddenly, and leaving several children, many
people said to Amal and her siblings, “God willing, your mother is reincarnated;
certainly she is reincarnated.” In cases when a parent dies suddenly and her soul
is reincarnated, her first and most pressing concern is said to be her children.
Lamis, long before circumstances led her to Amal’s family, would often talk
about her children and would even mention their names and physical attributes.
When Lamis’s father was finally convinced by his brother to seek out the people
about whom his daughter was obsessed, the word went out to the community:
“Who died in Jeremana, with a daughter named Amal, and one named Semah
who has long, curly red hair?”

Before Lamis’s father was convinced by his brother to initiate the search for
Amal’s family, he did all he could to protect his daughter and others who might
suffer emotionally if the matter were pursued. He thought it best to prevent
contact between the families, and hoped his daughter would grow out of her
obsession with a previous life. He tried to convince her that it would be difficult
to find the other family and, if contacted, to claim that she is the dead mother.

In telling this part of the story, Amal agrees. “Maybe we wouldn’t have
accepted that. Not everybody sees things the same way.” Despite it being a
central tenet for the sect, some people think that a belief in reincarnation is
fading, especially with recent generations, many of whom are leaving the
villages for Damascus, the Gulf States, and beyond. This is particularly so among
the better educated.

CONCLUSIONS

Reincarnation for the Druze is not just about happy reunions. It is about
reconciling the past and the present, and is often an emotionally difficult
situation for the families concerned, which always involves some
accommodations, and usually both emotional and practical compromises. For
Amal, this meant restraint on her part in order to protect the child claiming to be
the vehicle for her mother’s soul. Despite Lamis’s certainty that she had found
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the home and the children for whom she had been searching, Amal and her
siblings did not address Lamis as “mother” nor treat her as though she were their
mother, which they felt worked to protect Lamis as well as Amal and her family.
Amal’s family accepted Lamis, treated her with gentleness, and were often
amazed with some things she would say and do that reminded them of their
mother. But they held back and tried to relate to her as just another little girl.

We do not love her as we loved our mother. There are not those kinds of feelings, those

emotions. . . . We love her because she is a child. You know what I mean? . . . I don’t call her

“mama”. . . because she needs to live her life like a child—naturally, without anxiety.

Amal’s family and Lamis’s father tried to protect Lamis from the conflict of
her two worlds, to do what they considered was in her best interest and to enable
her to live as untroubled a childhood as possible. At first, her father thought it
was best to wait until she grew out of her obsession. Often a Druze child will go
through a period of talking about another family, akin to an imaginary playmate
stage. Abu Qasim’s son, for example, went through such a phase. For Abu
Qasim’s son, however, the stage passed smoothly, unlike Lamis’s, for whom the
feelings of obsession and anxiety intensified to the point where she could not
attend school. But after Lamis had met Amal’s family and established a
relationship with them, her state of mind improved and she was able to return to
school and interact with children her age. 

As an issue of doctrine, marriage outside the sect is forbidden, even to other
Muslims. There is heated debate among the Druze regarding out-marriage, which
has been happening with increasing frequency in recent generations. The sheikhs
point out that since its inception, the Druze community has maintained itself
through reincarnation. This is meant to explain why marriage outside the sect is
a threat to its integrity. But official explanations are beside the point when a
family must deal with a child who talks obsessively about his or her other family,
sometimes to the point of rejecting membership in the current natal family, or
when a family encounters someone who claims to be a deceased sibling or
parent.

Although, for those who accept it as part of their lives, reincarnation is more
often bittersweet than joyful, it sometimes can be turned to humor. Once I
inquired whether there were plans for a family to visit a cousin who was disliked,
as there was social pressure to visit her and her wealthy family. One replied that
perhaps they would visit that cousin in another generation (bi-jeel thani). This
reincarnation joke is used frequently by Druze, who prefer to put off for a while,
perhaps a lifetime, some onerous social obligation. 

The cases discussed in this essay offer examples of how reincarnation helps
augment unity, identity, and social cohesiveness of the Druze, long a minority
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in both religious and political contexts. Reincarnation cuts across geographical,
class, political, and other divides (such as factionalism within the sect itself). It
can bring together unrelated families that otherwise would never have cause to
know each other. Reciprocal social relations ensue from these relationships that
are not consanguineal or affinal, though they take on some of the aspects of
kinship. Kin terms are used to refer to individuals who claim to be reincarnated
kin. Not all members of a family, however, are equally receptive to such claims.
Even so, many lifelong reincarnated kin relationships are maintained. Although
for many Druze, reincarnation is a phenomenon that creates tension in terms of
how it is understood in religious, scientific, and political contexts, it is important
and influential in that it also works on a social level to contribute to the strength
and maintenance of the Druze community. A reincarnated individual is
considered a pure Druze, effectively obviating any question of blood ties.
Reincarnation is a social phenomenon, not just a religious one, and helps to
promote a sense of family among the Druze despite the fact that there are mixed
levels of receptivity to the belief within the sect.

NOTES

1.  All the names appearing in this essay are pseudonyms. In Arabic it is common for adults to

be referred to by their kunya, an honorific form of address that indexes the name of the

individual’s (typically male) first-born child. Abu Qasim, therefore, translates as “father of

Qasim,” Qasim being this man’s eldest son. The second and third narrators, Amal and Saeed, are

referred to exclusively by their given names, although Saeed’s presumed reincarnated mother is

referred to by her current kunya, Um Yasir (“mother of Yasir”), Yasir being her eldest biological

son. 

2. Fieldwork took place through the support of a Fulbright Student Grant between 1994 and

1996, a Fulbright-Hayes Group Projects Abroad grant in Summer 2000, and the California State

University San Bernardino “Professors Across Borders” program in Summer 2004. 

3. If knowledge is power (Foucault 1980), withholding access to religious information enables

this sect to shield itself from scrutiny and from external impositions. As Druze are heterodox

Muslims, they always face the risk of sanctions from other Muslims. 
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