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Some of the groups are called according to their Arabic name (e.g., Jaysh al-
Islam, Jabhat al-Nusra), their English name (e.g., Free Syrian Army), or their
English acronym (e.g., PKK, SDF). The choice follows the most common usage
in the media.

Al-Qaeda: Tandhim Qa‘idat al-Jihad

Ahrar al-Sham: Harakat Ahrar al-Sham al-Islamiyya, the Islamic movement of
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Free Syrian Army: al-Jaysh al-Suri al-Hur

HTS: Hay’at Tahrir al-Sham or the Committee for the Liberation of the Levant
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Islamic Front: al-Jabhat al-Islamiyya

Islamic State: al-Dawlat al-Islamiyya. The previous iterations were ISI, Islamic
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Jabhat Fath al-Sham: the Front for the Liberation of Sham
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Mujahidi al-Sham fi Sahat al-Jihad

Jabhat al-Shamiyya: the Levant Front

Jaysh al-Fath: the Army of Victory

Jaysh al-Islam: the Army of Islam

Jaysh al-Tzza: the Army of Glory

Jund al-Agsa: the Garrison of al-Agsa mosque
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Turkistan Islamic Party: Hizb al-Islami al-Turkistani

YPG: People’s Protection Units or Yekineyén Parastina Gel

Zinki Movement: Harakat Nur al-Din al-Zinki
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Introduction

Asnon-violent protests spread throughout Syria in the midst of the Arab uprisings
in early 2011, Islamist militants organised meetings in Syria and neighbouring
countries. The militants anticipated that the peaceful demonstrations could not
topple the regime and would soon turn violent. Rather than participate in the
non-violent protests, they wanted to militarise opposition to the regime. Many
had previous experience in jihad, having fought in conflicts such as Afghanistan
in the 1980s, Chechnya in the 1990s, and Iraq in the first decade of the 2000s.
A few had even already participated in the first military confrontation against
the father of Syria’s president in the late 1970s. The militants joined forces with
non-Jihadi Salafis and activists to form the core leadership of Ahrar al-Sham,
which soon became the leading Syrian armed opposition group.! Others formed
Jabhat al-Nusra in early 2012 under the leadership of a former commander of the
Islamic State in Iraq (ISI), Abu Muhammad al-Jolani, who later rejected the Iraqi
group and pledged allegiance to al-Qaeda.?

The image was a familiar one. Since the consolidation of what became known
as Jihadi Salafism by the end of the 1980s in Afghanistan and Pakistan, inter-
connected militants have conducted armed warfare in the name of jihad to re-
place Muslim regimes with their vision of an Islamic state.? Transnational Jihadi
militants have promoted their politico-religious doctrines and contributed to
the radicalisation and transformation of local conflicts from Chechnya to North
Africa.* The foreign fighters helped to diffuse suicide bombings, the resorting to
violence against civilians and religious minorities, and, increasingly, harsh gov-
ernance over the civilians who had to live under their control. Al-Qaeda and
then Islamic State in Iraq and Sham (ISIS, which became Islamic State or IS in
2014) built upon these networks to promote new affiliated groups worldwide
and, at times, plan large-scale attacks against Western countries too.> The 9/11
strikes against the United States as much as the November 2015 Paris attack are
the direct outcome of the radicalisation of local conflicts which, in addition to
causing numerous Muslim victims, metastasised across Africa, Asia, and the
Middle East.

The Syrian conflict shares similarities with previous local conflicts in which
Jihadis took over. The Syrian army dissidents that formed the plethora of groups
that coalesced into the Free Syrian Army (FSA) could never contain the Jihadi
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organisations that emerged from 2011 to 2012 onwards. Instead, Jihadis imposed
themselves over the armed opposition and advocated for the re-establishment
of the Caliphate, attracting foreign fighters from across the globe. They quickly
caught Western countries off guard. The United States notably feared a repeat of
the Soviet Union’s 1980s war against Afghanistan, which had led to the forma-
tion of al-Qaeda. To weaken their military capabilities, the United States began
to target their leaders and prominent commanders with special operations and
drone strikes. The Operation Inherent Resolve military intervention launched
against IS in 2014 involved a large air and ground campaign against the territo-
ries controlled by the Iraqi group. Despite destroying IS’s territorial caliphate by
2019, Brett McGurk, the U.S. Special Presidential Envoy for the Global Coalition
to Counter ISIL, continued to claim afterwards that one of the last provinces in
the hands of the insurrection, “Idlib province [was] the largest al-Qaeda haven
since 9/117

But the Syrian conflict is also very different. The well-known scenario in
which transnational Jihadis sway local groups did not happen. Instead, the con-
flict transformed the Jihadis themselves. While IS emancipated itself from al-
Qaeda, rejected Osama bin Laden’s organisation leadership over global jihad,
and radicalised its ideas and practice, most of these militants actually rejected
global jihad. The militants who formed Ahrar al-Sham, despite the participa-
tion of some of them in previous armed conflicts in the Muslim world,® were
dismayed by the trajectory of the Jihadi social movement that al-Qaeda had
monopolised by 2011.” They instead congregated around an Islamist project that
would face the Syrian regime while presenting an Islamist alternative to both the
Muslim Brotherhood and al-Qaeda, “the project of the Islamic nation” (mashru’
umma), which became the group’s initial motto.® The second group followed suit
a few years later. Jabhat al-Nusra rejected transnational jihad in summer 2016.
It became Hay’at Tahrir al-Sham (HTS) in January 2017 before it subjugated
al-Qaeda remnants in the rebel-held province of Idlib in Syria, arrested their
leaders and commanders, and explicitly prohibited them from launching attacks
outside of Syria.?

The trajectories of the two groups are unique in terms of ideas and modes
of organisation. Ideologically, the groups consciously distanced themselves
from Salafi Jihadi jingoism during a conflict that witnessed the rise of ISIS/
IS and its implementation of abhorrent practices—such as widespread mass
killings and slavery—that even al-Qaeda considers repugnant.!® ISIS/IS is the
predictable outgrowth of the Jihadi social movement, which radicalised its the-
ology and practices over the previous three generations. The multi-party armed
conflicts that have fostered the emergence of the Jihadi social movement since
the late 1980s have intensified internal ideological rivalries, simultaneously
undermining the social movement’s internal hierarchy and leadership.!! In these
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conditions, ideological radicalisation is common even in non-Islamist cases.!?
But Ahrar al-Sham followed a surprising trajectory. Instead of radicalising to
survive in a competitive environment, Ahrar al-Sham increasingly opposed
the relentless violence resulting from the practical application of core Salafi
Jihadi ideological principles. The group hence recognised the necessity and le-
gitimacy of forging stronger ties to non-Salafi armed groups and foreign states,
which Jihadis denounce as Islamically unlawful.!> Ahrar al-Sham insisted on
nurturing its popular constituency even if it entailed necessary adjustments to
its ideological positions. Although Jabhat al-Nusra never went as far as Ahrar al-
Sham ideologically, the former al-Qaeda franchise similarly rejected Salafi Jihadi
teachings in the latest phase of the conflict, disavowed its intellectuals and reli-
gious scholars, and returned to the classic schools of Islamic jurisprudence be-
fore opening up to other Sunni Muslims and non-Muslim minorities.!*

These groups’ trajectories are also remarkable in terms of organisation. Most
Jihadi groups do not create strong internal institutions.!> Regardless of their
organisational designs on paper, Jihadi groups often feature weak organisational
structures that explain their leaders’ predominance in their groups’ ideological
evolution and strategic choices.!'® The absence of institutional constraints on
most Jihadi groups’ leaders explains the hubris behind hasty decisions like bin
Laden’s 9/11 attacks, which went against the opinion of most of his own consul-
tative council, according to its former mufti Abu Hafs al-Mauritani (2022) in an
interview. Institutional weakness also contextualises the prominence of personal
conflicts at the heart of many internal dissensions.!” In contrast with most Jihadi
groups, Ahrar al-Sham prides itself on a relatively strong institutional makeup
that has acted as a real constraint on the group’s successive leaders. Ahrar al-
Sham preceded most Syrian armed opposition groups in institutionalising a col-
lective leadership and internal religious authority. The group also recognised,
early on, the necessity to articulate more complex political positions in its
own political bureau. Ahrar al-Sham’s organisational strength was central
in its positioning at the centre of most cross-factional alliances and initiatives
promoted by the Syrian armed opposition for the past few years. Jabhat al-Nusra
also innovated organisationally. When the group transformed into HTS, it also
established a political bureau to nurture ties to foreign actors including human-
itarian organisations and U.N. agencies. Then, it promoted a technocratic gov-
ernment called the Syrian Salvation Government to rule the province of Idlib
and normalise itself internationally.

By the final stage of the conflict, Ahrar al-Sham and, more important, HTS,
had not only shed their Jihadi labels but were also seeking to create an entity
aspiring to act as a functional state. In addition to the establishment of a local
government by HTS, the former Jihadis established a military academy partially
staffed with former Syrian regime officers to enhance their professionalism and
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standardise their training methods. They recognised the importance of a well-
defined military doctrine and evan began exploring the doctrines of Western
armed forces to develop a clear framework guiding their operations, tactics, and
decision-making, according to HTS’s general commander Abu Muhammad al-
Jolani and military leader Abul-Hassan al-Hamawi.!® The armed opposition
is transforming into a more conventional force, blurring the boundaries be-
tween armed groups and a traditional army, as remarked by counterinsurgency
theorists (Kilcullen, 2020; Biddle, 2022)." The initial phase of the conflict in
which small factions and foreign fighters assumed prominent roles is now long
gone, replaced by former Syrian Jihadis actively vying to act as statesmen.

The Syrian conflict raises two sets of questions. First, what factors have
contributed to the success of Jihadis over their non-Jihadi competitors in the
Syrian armed opposition? Were there specific reasons, such as ideology, that
gave them an advantage or did they receive greater support from foreign actors?
Second, why have some Jihadi groups rejected global jihad and adopted a more
pragmatic approach over time, particularly after marginalising non-Jihadis?
Were their leaders themselves responsible for this shift, or did other factors
play a role in their decision-making? I argue that both questions have to do
with Jihadi groups’ ability to draw on wide domestic and international support
networks, consolidate their organisational structures, and institutionalise their
relations to other armed groups, the population, and foreign states. Exploring
these questions offers valuable insights into the dynamics of the Syrian conflict
and Jihadi groups’ evolution more generally.

I have conducted extensive field research with Syrian armed opposition
groups since the start of the Syrian conflict to gain a deeper understanding of
these developments. I have interviewed key leaders, commanders, and members
of Ahrar al-Sham, Jabhat al-Nusra/HTS, and other groups, whether allied or op-
posed, to comprehend how their positions have evolved over the past decade.
Rather than relying solely on the tracts and communiqués published by these
groups, I have engaged with them directly in discussions about the evolution
of their positions over the years. Throughout my work, I have found that many
individuals who were initially drawn to militancy and jihad, including some who
previously supported bin Laden and al-Qaeda, came to realise its flaws. They op-
posed excessive violence and recognised the need to build closer ties with their
population rather than imposing their ideas by force. In private conversations,
they were eager to discuss political science and international politics and to deal
with the world as realistic political actors, seeking a way out of the Salafi Jihadi
deadlock, which, they thought, could never achieve its strategic objectives. My
work was never purely academic, as I also interacted with diplomats, human-
itarian actors, and civil society activists who were directly involved with these
groups or wanted to engage with these actors. Since 2019, I have notably made
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multiple trips to northwest Syria, which is under the control of HTS and its
supported government, to understand the group’s military-political-religious
development. This work has provided me with insights into its political and
organisational evolution as they were unfolding.

I understand the two groups’ trajectories as “politicisation.” This concept
refers to the development of realistic tactical and strategic objectives, durable
alliances with other actors including foreign states and non-state armed groups,
and normalisation of their interactions with the population. Jihadi Salafism is po-
litical, but the choice of the term “politicisation” seeks to capture armed groups’
transformation into relatively mainstream political actors. Instead of dwelling on
these groups’ debatable “moderation,” politicisation characterises armed groups
that recognise their domestic and international positions and roles beyond a sole
emphasis on theology or the military component of jihad.?® This concept aligns
with these groups’ own understanding of the need to carefully balance political
and military means and objectives.?! It is congruent with Jihadi groups’ internal
debates on “Shari‘a Politics” (al-siyasat al-shar‘iyya), which is better translated
as Islamic “Law-Guided Public Policy” (Hoover, 2019: 39). Medieval Muslim
scholars such as Ibn Taymiyya, a major Salafi reference,?? developed this concept
to ground political actions within the constraints inherent with the Islamic tra-
dition. Salafi armed groups have employed it to legitimise the need to be flexible
in light of their external reality (e.g., al-Shami, 2014a; Ahrar al-Sham, 2017d;
Hay’at Tahrir al-Sham, 2018e).

There is an unfortunate tendency to overlook armed groups’ agency, partic-
ularly in Syria. Armed groups are often labeled as proxies merely responding to
the wishes of their Western, Gulf, or Turkish sponsors. But reality is more com-
plex. Foreign actors have played a significant role in the Syrian conflict, espe-
cially as Russia and Turkey took over the political-military momentum after
2017. But armed groups are rarely, if ever, the submissive tools of their sponsors.
States’ preferred groups often fail to be the most successful, forcing them to deal
with armed groups that are more problematic. Additionally, states are often
constrained by what they can impose on their supported groups, who often resist
external demands.? I therefore seek to revive armed groups’ agencies to present
the evolution of their positions, especially how they navigate their relationships
with foreign states, the population, and one another. I quote these interviews
extensively to present these views to the reader, which are often neglected by a
prevailing focus on interstate politics.

I challenge the widely held assumption that Jihadi groups always radicalise
in armed conflicts. Instead, I argue that politicisation and radicalisation are the
outcomes of internal and external institutionalisation processes that are not
unique to Jihadi groups. These processes result from how Jihadis manage their
internal dynamics and strategic relations to external actors. Understanding the
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conditions in which Jihadi armed groups institutionalise helps to contextualise
these transformations. This approach contrasts with the Western emphasis on
developing alternative narratives to “Jihadi ideology” and military-centric
approaches.?* By examining the cases of Ahrar al-Sham and Jabhat al-Nusra/
HTS, I provide empirical evidence on how Jihadi groups emerge, expand, and
politicise in armed conflicts. These cases offer valuable insights into the evolu-
tion of the Jihadi social movement and its prospects for normalisation.

Jihadi Internal and External Institutionalisation

This book addresses two important questions about the Syrian conflict. First,
why did Jihadi groups quickly dominate the armed opposition while other
organisations, such as those affiliated with the Free Syrian Army, failed to gain
traction? Second, why did Ahrar al-Sham and then Jabhat al-Nusra, the two
largest armed opposition groups, oppose al-Qaeda and ISIS/IS and politicise
over time? While it is common to attribute these developments to the personal
qualities of these groups’ leaders, as if the successive leaders of Ahrar al-Sham
and Abu Muhammad al-Jolani (the Nusra founder) were inherently more ca-
pable and pragmatic than other groups,? this explanation fails to account for
the complex decision-making processes designed to mobilise fighters, establish
resilient organisations, and manage relationships with other actors in an armed
conflict. I therefore move the cursor away from armed groups’ leaders and in-
stead explore the broader institutional and relational dynamics that shape these
groups’ trajectories, drawing on a comparative analysis of Jihadi organisations
during the Syrian conflict.

My first assumption is that Jihadi leaders are political actors who have to
balance external and internal pressure to survive.’® Jihadis navigate com-
plex environments and interact with other actors with their own interests and
preferences, including states, other armed groups, and the population. Some of
these actors oppose the Jihadis, accept to ally with them, or merely seek some
temporary accommodation. These external interactions impact Jihadis’ own in-
ternal dynamics. In competitive environments where many armed groups share
similar ideological views, Jihadis must stabilise their organisational structures
to maintain their internal cohesion and their commanders’ loyalty, and to
avoid internal decay. Jihadi politicisation and radicalisation do not solely re-
sult from their leaders” independent cognitive processes or ideological beliefs.
Politicisation and radicalisation are outcomes of the careful balancing act be-
tween these internal and external relational dynamics. This balance is achieved
through internal and external institutionalisation processes that exist across the
spectrum. The internal and external pressures that Jihadi groups face provides
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a deeper understanding of how these groups evolve and either politicise or
radicalise over time.

My second assumption is that the main difference between Jihadis lies in their
structuring networks and connections with other actors. Although the most ev-
ident difference between Islamist armed groups might be their potential affilia-
tion with the Muslim Brotherhood, al-Qaeda, or IS (or their inclination towards
a particular approach to Islam, like Salafism), there are more important factors
to consider, especially how these groups organise. Despite sharing similar ide-
ological views, Jihadis in Syria often had little else in common. Jihadi groups
formed around various structuring networks, including foreign fighters, Syrian
Islamists, former prisoners, foreign militants of the same nationality, or even one
or several neighbouring villages.”” While some groups maintained a hierarchical
structure centred on a local strongman, others created a complex internal bu-
reaucracy bringing diverse social networks together. The most successful groups’
interconnection to a wider range of networks granted some access to more re-
sources, information, and support. This networking capability is famously
emphasised as the “strength of weak ties” (Granovetter, 1973), which suggests
that new opportunities and information flow in loose social networks. However,
being embedded in other networks can also constrain Jihadis. Armed groups
might be tied to foreign actors, including states and other figures of authority.
These ties imply additional responsibilities, commitments, and constraints.
Foreign Jihadi ideologues, for instance, have occasionally managed to prevent
the escalation of violence between Syrian jihadis (Hamming, 2020). Locally, an
individual Jihadi may also be part of a prominent family, or an entrepreneur in a
larger social movement, or simply the resident of a particular city. Belonging to a
certain family can prevent local Jihadis from targeting local collaborators, which
could ignite cross-family conflicts. More generally, local communitarian norms,
including honour and family obligations, shapes armed groups’ mobilisation
and explains why some communities rebel while others abstain (Petersen, 2001)
and how armed groups respond to certain obligations towards their supporting
communities (Lacher, 2020).28

My focus on Jihadi institutionalisation seeks to understand how their
organisational structures and connections with other actors consolidate over
time. Institutionalism, as a field of study, explores how institutions—or “systems
of rules that structure social interactions” (Hodgson, 2015: 501)—shape stable
and recurring patterns of behaviour (Huntington, 1968: 12). Institutionalisation
exists internally and externally. Internal institutionalisation is the “process by
which organizations acquire value and stability” (Huntington, 1968: 12) and
become “valuable in and of itself, and its goals become inseparable and indis-
tinguishable from it” (Panebianco, 1988: 53). Jihadi groups can institutionalise
themselves, much like political parties, when they are more than the whims of a
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few individuals. Institutionalisation follows a similar logic as the management of
human resources by armed groups (Mironova, 2019), but in a more comprehen-
sive manner. This process involves establishing more complex organisational
structures, formalising decision-making processes, clarifying their ideolog-
ical and political views, and creating an internal bureaucracy. Armed groups’
internal institutionalisation plays a pivotal role in their overall success, en-
abling them to foster interunit cooperation, adaptability, division of labour,
and specialisation (Biddle, 2022). In the political party literature, external
institutionalisation concerns “external aspects [that] have to do with the party’s
[armed group, henceforth] relationship with the society in which it is embedded,
including other institutions” (Randall & Svasand, 2002: 12). Externally, Jihadi
groups institutionalise when they stabilise their relations with (1) other armed
groups, (2) the population, and (3) foreign states. External institutionalisation
may take the form of cross-factional cooperation mechanisms with other armed
groups—including shared operation rooms and alliance systems—that de-
fine their responsibilities, rights, and duties. It can also involve establishing a
local administration over civilians, such as court systems or other adjudicating
mechanisms. External institutionalisation may entail reinforcing cooperation
with foreign states, potentially at a diplomatic level.

Jihadi groups’ internal and external institutionalisation matter, since they es-
tablish new sets of norms and constraints on their behaviour. Most studies of
Jihadi groups tend to overlook this dimension, preferring to focus on their indi-
vidual leaders or ideologues instead.?” But, when speaking about states, for in-
stance, even seemingly personalised dictatorships can be constrained by rules
and procedures that “change the underlying distribution of power within the
ruling coalition” (Meng, 2020: 4). Institutions constrain and regulate behaviour
by providing prescriptive guidelines and defining acceptable norms and con-
duct (Scott, 2013). As Huntington emphasised, institutionalised entities—states
and non-states alike—acquire value and stability that is distinct from the role
of their founding leaders only. Institutional strength does not solely depend on
the longevity of a regime or an armed group, but rather on its autonomy and
adaptability. Institutional strength is particularly evident in cases of leadership
succession (Huntington, 1968: 14), since “leadership transitions [succeed] pre-
cisely because they have rules that can outlast the circumstances in which they
were initially created” (Meng, 2020: 96).

While Jihadi groups may not reach the level of state institutionalisation, there
is a similar logic in how rules and procedures influence their decision-making
and resource allocation, enabling them to exist beyond their founding leaders.
Jihadi groups that repeatedly lose their leaders would not survive without in-
stitutional strength, which facilitates leadership renewal and limits internal dis-
sidence.?® This is particularly evident in the case of Ahrar al-Sham, which lost
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most of its top-tier leaders in 2014 but was able to rebuild itself around clearer
institutional norms that facilitated annual leadership elections thereafter. Ahrar
al-Sham’s own internal conflicts over strategy were subsequently channeled
institutionally through a contest between its religious office and political bu-
reau,®! although this was followed by a phase of de-institutionalisation when
the group was weakened by Jabhat al-Nusra’s transformation into HTS. External
institutionalisation exists in a similar manner. External institutional strength de-
personalises armed groups’ relations to one another, the population, and other
states. It is reflected in the predictability and adherence to rules, procedures, and
commitments underpinning their interactions with external actors.

It is easy to dismiss armed groups’ internal structures, leadership composi-
tion, and bureaucratic systems as “cheap talk” that doesn’t mean much in re-
ality.> While smaller armed groups may exaggerate their complexity, larger
armed groups rely on a set of consensual norms and procedures to maintain
their internal cohesion and unity. These groups bring together militants with
diverging views, who agree to work together based on a shared set of norms
and procedures that they take seriously. These groups’ success depends on their
ability to uphold their institutional strength, which is particularly evident when
they face internal dissidence. The heated debates that followed the successive
splits of ISIS/IS from al-Qaeda, and then HTS from al-Qaeda, reflect the seri-
ousness with which armed groups take the conditions of their allegiances, the
prerogatives of their organisations, and the threats of dissent.** In interviews,
armed groups’ leaders acknowledge the importance of institutional norms and
procedures in maintaining order and discipline within their groups, as well
as in containing and even constraining dissident voices. This is not unique
to Jihadis, as the Provisional Irish Republican Army (IRA), for example, suc-
cessfully imposed a cease-fire by restructuring and manipulating its internal
institutions to impose the views of its supporters.* Maintaining control, new in-
ternal structures, and the establishment of a more complex internal bureaucracy,
including the creation of a political bureau to manage foreign relations, also im-
pact these groups’ functioning and trajectories, as well as their perceptions and
interests. This does not mean, however, that there are no instances of dissent and
even violence, including the purge of dissident voices within institutionalised
groups. Some leaders may also attempt to subvert their groups’ institutional
norms by consolidating personal power instead.

I therefore differentiate internal institutionalisation and centralisation. Most
research focuses on armed groups’ centralisation or decentralisation to analyse
their organisational structures, which informed previous debates on al-Qaeda’s
evolution as a centralised organisation versus a horizontal network of franchised
groups.® I examine instead armed groups’ internal institutionalisation, which
consists in the consolidation of shared organisational norms, procedures,
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and practices. Armed groups can be highly institutionalised without full
centralisation, even within the same country. Typically, they centralise their
strategic decisions, political positions, and possibly financing at the leadership
level. But, in practice, they also combine a mix of centralised special forces units,
which undergo rigorous training and indoctrination, with more decentralised
local units often fighting on a part-time basis that defend their territories.*® This
is similar to state armies, which also maintain both special forces and more local
units like national guards. In Syria, large armed groups like Ahrar al-Sham and
Jabhat al-Nusra institutionalised internally, creating a common group identity,
centralised decision-making processes, and an internal bureaucracy to conduct
military and non-military work. But they also spread out across geographically
distinct areas, making it impossible to centralise all their military equipment na-
tionally. Instead, they often gave general guidelines to their local commanders
and a sufficient degree of autonomy to make tactical decisions. Larger groups
like Ahrar al-Sham and Jabhat al-Nusra (and even some of those affiliated with
the Free Syrian Army) additionally integrated independent local military units
formed to defend specific areas, which occasionally switched their allegiances
throughout the conflict based on their own priorities and preferences. These
shifts in allegiance did not necessarily result in significant changes in these local
groups’ actual practices.’” The main differences may have been the adoption of
a new name, an increase in material support, and occasional restructuring and
ideological indoctrination, though the latter became rarer over time.

Institutionalism is well suited to studying Jihadi groups for two reasons. First,
it provides a nuanced understanding of armed groups’ organisational dynamics.
It can be challenging to distinguish between armed groups, cross-factional
alliances, and shared operation rooms between armed groups. In the early stages
of armed conflicts, armed groups may more closely resemble an alliance of inde-
pendent entities merely sharing a name and a flag, rather than a fully integrated
organisation. Examining institutionalisation processes, rather than theoretical
organisational structures, allows for a better understanding ofhow armed groups
organise in practice and how their modes of organisation change over time. This
is crucial in moving beyond “black box” studies of armed groups that merely
assume they are rational actors without delving into their internal dynamics
and their impact. Second, institutional approaches examine the impact of ex-
ternal patterns of relations too. Jihadi groups are not isolated actors that evolve
outside of their world. They interact with a wide range of actors, which impacts
their political choices. Institutionalisation processes can constrain Jihadi groups’
behaviours and ideas, regardless of their leaders’” individual positions or stated
ideological commitments.

This analysis draws upon Staniland’s (2014) research on the impact of pre-
war networks on armed group cohesion during conflicts. Staniland argues that
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the strength of pre-war ties between armed groups’ leaders (horizontal ties) and
their communities (vertical ties) informs the organisational strength of their
groups. I take the analysis a step further in two directions. First, I focus on armed
groups’ institutionalisation during armed conflicts, rather than solely on their
pre-war status. I argue that, in a conflict like Syria, many groups may rely on
overlapping pre-war networks, yet distinct institutionalisation processes can re-
sult in vastly different organisational structures.’® Second, I emphasise the im-
portance of in-war strategic relations with other actors, such as the population,
other armed groups, and foreign states, on Jihadi behavioural and ideological ev-
olution.? Organisational cohesion does not automatically lead to these groups’
politicisation. For instance, IS institutionalised internally and radicalised con-
jointly. Conflicts like Syria’s involve numerous other armed groups and foreign
states, and how Jihadi groups navigate these relationships ultimately influences
their long-term trajectories. Jihadi politicisation is largely informed by the evolu-
tion of their strategic interactions with other actors, both domestic and foreign.

Institutional Trajectories in Syria: Jihadi
Politicisation and Radicalisation

Before presenting the main arguments of the book, I want to introduce four
ideal types featuring a combination of weak and strong armed groups’ in-
ternal and external institutionalisation to better understand how armed groups’
politicisation occurs. Jihadi groups’ internal and external institutionalisation
vary greatly, from non-existent to highly developed bureaucratic patterns. These
institutionalisation processes play a crucial role in Jihadis’ long-term trajectories.
They also explain their radicalisation and politicisation, which cannot be
attributed solely to ideological change. Jihadi groups’ institutional trajectories
exist in four ideal types based on a combination of strong and weak internal and
external institutionalisation. Although armed group leaders can make delib-
erate decisions towards a specific trajectory, they cannot change course easily.
Various pre- and in-war factors, along with the structural configuration of spe-
cific armed conflicts, determine the range of choices available to armed group
leaders (table 1.1).

To operationalise armed groups’ internal and external institutionalisation,
I traced the evolution of Jihadis’ organisational structures over time, particularly
as they expanded across territories. To avoid overstretching, armed groups
must become organisationally more complex to stabilise their internal decision-
making processes, coordinate their brigades, and establish non-military
functions like logistics, political representation, and internal courts to adjudicate
the violations committed by their soldiers. Without institutionalising internally,
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Table 1.1 Four ideal-type trajectories and influential examples in Syria

Internal Institutionalisation

Weak Strong
External Weak Disappearance Radicalisation
institutionalisation Dissolution, Organisational encapsulation,
criminality societal isolation
Examples Islamic State, smaller actors
in Syria like Jamaat al-Muslimun
Strong Disintegration Politicisation
Lack of Organisational consolidation,
organisational normalisation of their
consistency, interactions with external
fragmentation along  actors
constituting units,
alignment with

foreign states

Examples Free Syrian Army Ahrar al-Sham, Jabhat
inSyria  groups al-Nusra

armed groups can only remain small or divide. This is particularly the case in
Syria, where most armed groups-held regions remained disconnected geo-
graphically throughout the conflict.

Additionally, I traced the emergence of shared institutional structures with
other armed groups, including courts of justice to rule the population, factional
alliances, shared military operation rooms, and coordination mechanisms with
foreign states. The court system created by four armed groups in Aleppo after
taking over the city is an example of external institutionalisation with the popu-
lation; other examples include the Islamic Front as a factional alliance, the Fath
al-Mubin operation room to synchronise military coordination between armed
opposition groups, and the Military Operations Command in Turkey (Miisterek
Operasyon Merkezi in Turkish, or MOM) as a mechanism of military coordina-
tion with foreign states. Not all external structures are created equal. While some
primarily fulfilled media functions to justify to foreign countries that the armed
opposition was united , others involved more intricate processes that delineated
factional responsibilities, prerogatives, and compliance.*® My analysis of Jihadi
internal and external institutionalisation focuses, in line with Meng (2020), on
the content of these institutional norms, analysing their implications in terms
of decision-making and sharing of resources, more than their mere existence
on paper.
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The first scenario involves armed groups that do not institutionalise internally
or externally. These groups are barely embedded in other networks, including
social movements and localities, and struggle to develop strong organisational
structures. As a result of their organisational weakness, they fail to establish a
common identity and shared organisational norms and quickly lose relevance
as groups. Without tight connections to other types of networks including local
communities, they dissipate quickly over time. The most likely outcome is their
disappearance, though individual members may join other groups or low-level
criminal networks focused solely on short-term gains. Most of these groups
disappeared in Syria, often under pressure from other factions that denounced
them as bandits (gita‘ al-turuq).

The second ideal-type of armed group institutionalises externally but lacks
internal institutionalisation. The lack of internal institutionalisation means that
they barely share any common organisational structure and sense of belonging
as groups, though they might share a name and a flag. Still, they remain strongly
embedded in other networks, such as their localities, political groupings, or
social movements, with they become increasingly associated with. In some
cases, these groups become mere emanations of their local constituencies,
lacking any distinctive ideological or normative specificities. They may even
be instrumentalised by foreign states when their external ties to states pre-
dominate. These groups’ external institutionalisation does not have to be very
strong, as what matters primarily is their embeddedness in other networks and
their responsiveness to them. What matters is that their external ties supersede
organisational belonging, making these groups more responsive to external
incentives and pressure than internal ones.*! This makes it difficult for them to
develop independent policies and apply them consistently, particularly when
they are structured in sub-units that are strongly embedded in other networks,
especially localities. When such groups exist across geographically distant
areas, their internal fragmentation increases, hastening their disintegration into
constituting sub-units. However, external embeddedness can also prevent their
disappearance or transformation into criminal networks, given their ties to their
communities or other groupings. External institutionalisation may nonetheless
render these groups dependent on other actors, including other armed groups
and states, without much remaining agency. Though not Jihadis, most groups
affiliated with the Free Syrian Army (FSA)—which, after a phase of expansion,
ultimately regrouped in their local communities or allied with Turkey—fit with
this pattern.t?

The third ideal-type refers to armed groups that institutionalise internally but
not externally. This path is typically marked by rigorous ideological indoctri-
nation, organisational centralisation, and the imposition of a clear internal hi-
erarchy that serves as the foundation of their organisational cohesion. Unlike



14 FROM JIHAD TO POLITICS

the second ideal-type, membership in the organisation takes precedence over
other forms of belonging. This approach often leads to ideological encapsula-
tion of the group, where group membership becomes ideologically justified as
an end in itself, and external ties are seen as a threat.** This trajectory reinforces
these groups’ isolation from society, impedes the diffusion of new ideas, and
reinforces their ideological radicalisation. Some groups might develop internal
cult dynamics or be swayed by a strongman instead of institutionalising per se,
with similar outcomes. Environmental isolation poses a real long-term threat
that hinders their ability to obtain appropriate information and cultivate ex-
ternal support and allies. Their rejection of institutionalised alliances with other
groups and states that do not entirely align with their views also means that they
lack the ability to adapt to changing circumstances.

The most extreme case of the third type is epitomised by Jihadi groups that
consider all non-members as apostates or non-Muslims, rendering the spilling
of their blood lawful in their theological readings. This trajectory very much
corresponds to IS in Syria, which excommunicated other factions, refused to ally
with foreign states, ruled with harsh measures after imposing local hegemony,
and executed dissidents. But it also applies to smaller entities that did not de-
velop IS’s bureaucracy but maintained the same combination of ideological
indoctrination with a rejection of other actors, like the Group of the Muslims
(Jama‘at al-Muslimun) led by a Kuwaiti militant, Abu ‘Omar al-Kuwaiti, who
later integrated IS before his execution by the group for “extremism”, according
to my interviews with several foreign fighters who had joined the group.**

In the last ideal-type, armed groups successfully institutionalise internally
and externally. This strengthens their internal organisational cohesion while
also normalising their external ties to other actors. Strong external connections
facilitate the diffusion of new information, ideas, and support, which is critical
for survival in rapidly changing environments. However, this ideal-type is not
without potential tensions, as conflicts may arise between armed groups’ in-
stitutional norms and external ties to other networks or actors. For example,
accommodating the population or other states can contradict some of their ide-
ological tenets, leading to internal resistance from more ideologically committed
members. This ideal-type primarily fits with Ahrar al-Sham, and to a lesser ex-
tent Jabhat al-Nusra—which mostly politicised when it imposed its governance
project over the province of Idlib from 2017-2018 onwards—during the Syrian
conflict, which institutionalised their relations to other armed groups and the
populations before nurturing ties to Turkey and other international actors.

My two guiding concerns—the victory of the Jihadis over non-Jihadi
competitors and the politicisation of Ahrar al-Sham and, later, Jabhat al-Nusra—
are therefore interrelated. The four ideal-types suggest that Jihadis can only
radicalise or politicise if they are sufficiently institutionalised internally.*> Armed
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groups that fail to develop a strong organisational component are more likely
to lose internal coherence, fragment, and potentially disintegrate or transform
into criminal networks rather than radicalise or politicise. To understand Jihadi
politicisation, it is therefore necessary to examine, first, the factors that helped
the Jihadis build strong organisations and institutionalise internally and, second,
the evolution of their interactions—as they institutionalise externally—with one
another, the population, and foreign states. It also means that the main difference
between radicalisation and politicisation is relational, not ideological, as both
represent contending attempts to navigate Jihadi groups’ strategic relations with
other actors.

As Jihadi groups strive to survive in competitive environments, they develop
different types of interactions with their external environments. Jihadis radicalise
when internal organisational cohesion takes precedence over any external ties or
interactions. These groups reject normalisation with other actors and encapsu-
late themselves by defining the outside world as an enemy. Radicalisation often
involves the imposition of severe punishment, such as death, to deter internal
dissidence and enforce internal authority. The main challenge of radicalism is its
sustainability. While some studies suggest that Jihadi groups have organisational
advantages that attract better fighters and cadres (Kalyvas, 2018; Mironova,
2019) and solve important organisational dilemmas (Walter, 2017), their radi-
calism may lead to severing ties with external networks, which can impede their
long-term ability to adapt to changing environments despite short-term gains.

In contrast to radicalisation, politicisation occurs when Jihadi groups are able
to strike a balance between their internal organisational dynamics and their
interactions with other actors. Achieving this balance is particularly challenging,
because Jihadi groups must maintain internal cohesion while also making ex-
ternal concessions to foreign states or the population, which are necessary
for survival in their environments. The main difficulty lies in justifying these
concessions, which may contradict their core beliefs, to their members without
losing their loyalty or risking defection to other groups. Group members may
view these concessions as a form of betrayal and leave the group. Politicised
groups may not necessarily moderate their ideological commitments, but they
try to normalise their relationships with other actors that do not share their
beliefs. Politicisation is a complex process that is largely driven by the type of
concessions that Jihadi groups make both internally and externally. Internal
concessions are contingent upon their organisational dynamics, including the
level of control exercised over their followers and the presence of competing
Jihadi groups. Externally, concessions depend on the characteristics of their
civil societies, whose cohesion and strength helps civilians resist insurgents
(Arjona, 2016; Kaplan, 2017; Krause, 2018; Svensson et al., 2022), and the types
of relations and leverage exercised by external states and patrons. Jihadi groups’
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successful politicisation ultimately depends on their ability to balance their core
beliefs with the need to adapt to changing circumstances and develop strategic
external relationships. It is a delicate balance that requires careful consideration
and management of internal and external pressures.

The armed opposition in Syria presents a relatively unique case of advanced
internal and external institutionalisation. Not all other insurgencies are highly
institutionalised, and some may rely on authoritarian dynamics centred on a
strong leader to maintain their internal cohesion instead. The relationships
among local armed groups may also not be highly developed, either. Syria stands
out for the strong efforts of various armed groups to institutionalise, despite the
challenges they faced. Even the Free Syrian Army regularly attempted to estab-
lish more formal structures over time, though it ultimately struggled to do so
effectively (Baczko, Dorronsoro, & Quesnay, 2018). These efforts have internal
and external causes. The intense factional competition among different groups
in Syria forced them to develop stronger organisational structures in order to
survive, as those allowed for better sharing of resources and power, and helped
prevent the departure of sub-groups when the cost of defection was relatively
low. Additionally, the presence of many groups in relatively small areas required
them to collaborate in battles, share war spoils, debate the practicalities of gov-
ernance, and ultimately institutionalise their relations to one another. Externally,
the armed opposition faced a formidable opponent, with the regime receiving
support from Iran-backed armed groups and later Russia. This environment
required greater institutionalisation efforts by Jihadis than those linked to al-
Qaeda in the Sahel, for instance, where Jihadi field commanders have a more
prominent role than formal organisations (Thurston, 2020). However, while the
level of institutionalisation in Syria may be unique, the underlying ideas behind
it are relevant beyond this context.

The Main Arguments

Although the previous overview provides insights into how armed groups’
internal and external institutionalisation underpin Jihadi politicisation or
radicalisation, with a few important examples in Syria, it does not provide a de-
tailed account of how this happened in practice during the conflict. For this,
we have to situate the armed opposition in Syria’s historical contexts, including
lasting patterns of state construction that largely defined the type of armed oppo-
sition that could successfully mobilise the population and challenge the Baathist
regime.

The first argument is about the militarisation of the armed opposition and
the rise of Jihadi groups in Syria. The Syrian regime was unable to undertake
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reforms to quell the widespread protests and cater to the people’s demands.*®
The regime’s heavy reliance on the security services and the domination of a cer-
tain type of solidarity based upon a minority religious community eliminated
any non-violent alternative. Given the absence of a peaceful solution, violent
repression became the most probable choice for the regime. This decision was
further compounded by the regime’s international strategic alliance with Iran
and Russia, which provided military support for violent repression and had no
serious intention of ever abandoning the regime. These factors largely account
for the militarisation of the opposition, resulting in the quick appearance of a
plethora of armed groups with varied objectives.

The predominance of Jihadi armed groups in Syria was also a consequence
of long-standing state policies. For decades, the Syrian regime prevented the de-
velopment of a relatively autonomous civil society. In the absence of functional
civil society, the armed groups that quickly dominated the uprising were those
that could rely on social networks facilitating their mobilisation and coordi-
nation. Social networks embedded in larger social movements are particularly
conducive to the emergence of armed groups, as they are structured around co-
hesive sets of ideas that foster alternative political projects to existing regimes. In
Syria, Jihadi groups quickly marginalised non-Islamist entities thanks to their
early reliance on interconnected networks of Islamist entrepreneurs embedded
in both domestic and international networks. Despite their internal diversity,
these networks quickly aligned themselves in opposition to the Syrian regime.
This characteristic was decisive in presenting nation-wide political and military
alternatives, as the armed opposition could consolidate only in geographically
isolated regions situated on the periphery of the country. It also explains the
growing external support for Jihadi armed groups, which were able to tap into
their pre-existing support networks.

The previous arguments do not fully explain why some Jihadi groups
performed better than others, nor how they politicised. Ahrar al-Sham was
the most successful group during the early stages of the conflict. This group
emerged from a larger Islamist social movement that had been developing in
Syria and abroad for the past four decades despite being mostly dormant domes-
tically. Although its early brigades were local, the group’s reliance on networks
of entrepreneurs associated with the Islamist social movement allowed it to es-
tablish coordination mechanisms early on and to expand throughout Syria’s dis-
connected armed groups-held areas, in contrast to most other groups. Ahrar
al-Sham exploited pre-war networks that overlapped with Jabhat al-Nusra’sbetter
than the latter, which was more elitist initially before being weakened by the split
with IS in 2013. Ahrar al-Sham’s strategy was to institutionalise its external ties
to other armed groups in factional coalitions before institutionalising internally.
This created a relatively consensual and de-centralised group that attracted an
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increasing number of independent military units and later, external state sup-
port. This pattern of development informed its political opening to other ac-
tors, including the population and other states, against the backdrop of pre-war
debates on al-Qaeda, the negative legacy of the Iraqi conflict, and competition
with Salafi Jihadi armed groups during the conflict. However, Ahrar al-Sham’s
politicisation was impeded by the killing of most of its leaders in 2014, which
hindered internal decision-making processes and slowed its capacity to adapt
quickly to changing circumstances. This led to the group’s marginalisation vis-
a-vis a contending group, Jabhat al-Nusra, whose internal institutionalisation
was more centralised and ideologically infused. Eventually, Jabhat al-Nusra
rebranded itself as Hay’at Tahrir al-Sham (HTS) and took over the province of
Idlib in northwest Syria before politicising in its own ways.

The politicisation of Ahrar al-Sham and Jabhat al-Nusra / HTS contrasts with
the trajectory of ISIS / IS. While IS is not my main focus, this framework of anal-
ysis also explains its trajectory during the conflict. As internal factional com-
petition intensified, Ahrar al-Sham and Jabhat al-Nusra made a strategic choice
to collaborate with each other and other armed groups—though this varied in
time and place—before reaching out to foreign states. In contrast, IS isolated
itself from the broader armed opposition. Rather than seeking cooperation, IS
believed that establishing a monopoly over the armed opposition was key to
its survival. IS therefore claimed that it had revived the historical Caliphate in
2014, insisting that all Muslims pledge allegiance to it. This allowed the group to
claim superior authority, refuse to submit to the courts of justice formed by other
armed groups, and even refuse to heed foreign Jihadi ideologues’ advice.*’ IS’s
choice accompanied the integration of many smaller groups active in Syria, es-
pecially those formed by foreign fighters, as it consolidated and institutionalised
internally. Externally, IS’s approach involved fighting all other armed groups
as well as foreign states while imposing harsh rules on the population. IS’s
radicalisation therefore reflected the challenges it faced when multiple groups
and states got involved in Syria. Although this choice was informed by IS leaders’
past experience in Iraq, it was not driven simply by its ideological commitments.
Ideology rationalised more than caused IS’s radicalisation.

My analysis of the politicisation of jihad and rejection of its globalism pri-
marily focuses on Ahrar al-Sham and not Jabhat al-Nusra, the former al-Qaeda
franchise. Ahrar al-Sham played a leading role in transforming the Syrian armed
opposition, and its trajectory demonstrates the impact of internal and external
institutionalisation processes on armed groups’ politicisation. I discuss Jabhat
al-Nusra mostly in comparison to Ahrar al-Sham, in order to understand the
similarities and differences between the two groups, but without delving as
deeply into the specifics of the former al-Qaeda franchise’s evolution. Jabhat
al-Nusra’s politicisation after 2017, when it transformed into HTS, had early
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roots. Although Jabhat al-Nusra refused to deal with foreign states for longer
than Ahrar al-Sham, and was also willing to directly confront other Syrian op-
position groups, it similarly nurtured ties with other actors during the conflict,
which informed the evolution of its behaviour, though to a lesser extent than
Ahrar al-Sham. Jabhat al-Nusra’s politicisation hence followed Ahrar al-Sham’s
own, though it became much more significant at a later phase, as discussed in
chapters 4 and 5, when it established a civilian government in Idlib.

Ultimately, the political context that surrounded Syria after 2011 made pos-
sible the politicisation of Ahrar al-Sham and, later, former Jabhat al-Nusra
as it became HTS. The alignment of Western countries against the Syrian re-
gime, as well as its Iranian and Russian supporters, played a crucial role in these
groups’ politicisation. While pre-war discussions on the negative consequences
of al-Qaeda’s global jihad and how these groups institutionalised explain their
politicisation, the willingness of Western countries to provide some leeway to
Islamist armed groups not affiliated with al-Qaeda or ISIS was important to show
them that alternative choices were possible. This was critical to allow a renewed
focus on their national conflict, even considering the possibility of establishing
ties with Western countries. However, the fact that ISIS/IS opted to wage an all-
out war against Western countries demonstrates that certain actors chose not to
adapt their strategy to this new political context.

The Politicisation of Jihad: Rationale, Scope, and Methodology

Jihad, as armed struggle, is inherently political. The legitimisation of armed
opposition to Muslim domestic regimes or Western countries blamed for their
foreign policy is not just an expression of inflexible theological commitments.
These positions represent real political projects for the Muslim world, even if
they are only loosely defined. Jihadis themselves are political actors (Thurston,
2020; Hamming, 2022), who “participate in local, national, and regional politics,
and not just through intimidation but also through the management of strategic
relationships” (Thurston, 2020: 2). However, my reference to “politicisation” as
a process describes a phenomenon beyond mere violent opposition to political
orders. It characterises armed groups’ transformation into more mainstream po-
litical actors that, although they still legitimise and resort to violence, strive to
actively balance political necessity with their military objectives and theological
leanings. Politicisation emphasises the development of realistic tactical and stra-
tegic objectives; durable alliances with other actors, including foreign states and
non-state armed groups; and normalisation of their interactions with the popu-
lation. I prefer this term to “moderation,” which depends on the specific context
of each society and is debatable due to these groups’ continued use of violence
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as well as the nature of some of their ideological beliefs. Politicisation reflects
Jihadi groups’ own discussions on the proper political and military means to
achieve their objectives. These discussions often take place around the con-
cept of “Shari‘a Politics” (al-siyasat al-shari‘yya), or Islamic Law-Guided Public
Policy, which has long been associated with the medieval scholar Ibn Taymiyya,
who is particularly popular among contemporary Salafis.

Politicisation contrasts with radicalisation, as understood in academic
research as the adoption, maintenance, and intensification of violence.
Radicalisation is a relational process resulting from militants’ growing insola-
tion from other actors, who increasingly perceive violence as an end in itself.*®
Armed groups that politicise do not embrace Western liberal democratic tenets
but at least recognise the necessity and legitimacy of engaging with other actors
that do not share their ideological beliefs or religious creed. They seek to achieve
their goals through a more nuanced and pragmatic approach that recognises the
importance of alliances, negotiations, and compromise, alongside the use of vio-
lence. This approach is necessary to establish their legitimacy in the eyes of their
supporters, as well as to achieve their political objectives.

The politicisation of jihad falls along a spectrum. Some al-Qaeda affiliates have
also occasionally engaged other actors. In the Sahel, for instance, Jama‘at Nasr al-
Islam wal Muslimin (JNIM), which is affiliated to al-Qaeda, has delegated some
power to local judges, even suspending the implementation of harsh rulings in
some instances to avoid antagonising civilian populations. This was initially
communicated in a message of Abdelmalek Droukdel (2012), the head of al-
Qaeda in the Islamic Maghreb, discovered in 2012. Al-Qaeda in Yemen but also
Ayman al-Zawahiri (2013) himself, in his 2013 Guidelines on jihad, cautioned
against excessive use of violence and instead recommended reaching out to local
Muslim civilians. This is significantly different from the practices of most IS
provinces. But al-Qaeda affiliates have never crossed the rubicon and still remain
faithful to the organisation and its agenda, while Ahrar al-Sham and Jabhat al-
Nusra rejected global jihad altogether and chose to openly engage with Western
countries instead.

This research examines the politicisation of jihad beyond the confines of
Jihadi Salafism. Salafis are not a monolithic group; there are real theological
and political divergences among them.* Following the 1991 Gulf War, three
main trends emerged: scholastic (‘ilmi) Salafis, who focus primarily on religious
teaching and research; politicos or activist (haraki) Salafis, who engage politi-
cally (including through political participation); and Jihadi Salafis (al-salafiyya
al-jihadiyya), who legitimise violence against domestic Muslim regimes not
implementing their conception of Islamic law and foreign countries that they
denounce for supporting them (Wiktorowicz, 2006).° Each Salafi approach
features varying degrees of transnationalism and actively engages in contentious
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debates surrounding the proper methodology to adopt, debating issues such as
the legitimacy of jihad in various contexts, including Syria (Ismail, 2021). While
these approaches have consolidated into distinct traditions structured around
their own concepts and intellectuals, post-2011 developments suggest that
these distinctions should be considered flexible. Regardless of their ideological
commitments, changing environments can catalyse substantial transformations
and revisions. For example, in Egypt, the opening of the political process has led
former Jihadis to legitimise political participation (Drevon, 2015), while in Libya
and Syria, former non-violent Salafis (including the so-called Salafi madkhalis,
who are known for their loyalty to existing political orders and opposition to the
Jihadis) have turned to armed violence (ICG, 2019a). These trajectories demon-
strate the diverse political choices made in different environments. Therefore,
this research focuses on Salafi groups that practically resort to violence, rather
than exclusively examining Jihadi Salafis.

I take an inclusive perspective on the term “Jihadi,” considering it as applying
to a broad spectrum that encompasses various groups, with strictly Salafi Jihadi
groups being only a sub-category along that spectrum. “Jihadi” is a label for a so-
cial movement composed of “(a) mostly informal networks of interaction, based
on (b) shared beliefs and solidarity, mobilized around (c) contentious themes
through (d) the frequent use of various forms of protest” [in this case, repertoires
of armed violence].>! Rather than focusing only on al-Qaeda and ISIS/IS, this
term encompasses an array of groups tracing their origins to the Egyptian and
Syrian militants who tried to change their regimes in the late 1970s. Egypt, in
particular, played a significant role, as Egyptian militants would form the key
ideologues and commanders of the Jihadi trend that expanded in the 1980s in
Afghanistan and Pakistan, where Egyptian militants congregated with inde-
pendent figures like Abdullah Azzam, later joined by individuals such as Abu
Qatada and Abu Muhammad al-Maqdisi, who would reinforce the Salafi back-
bone of these groups.>? Jihadi groups and religious scholars have embraced many
perspectives, but they are linked to militants who engaged in conflicts such as
Afghanistan in the late 1980s, Bosnia in the 1990s, Chechnya in the early 2000s,
and Iraq in the 2000s. While there have been genuine differences of opinion and
occasional conflicts among them, they maintain similar worldviews, sharing a
general endorsement of violence—at least in theory—against Muslim regimes
that fail to implement their understanding of Islamic Law.>® Salafism plays a dis-
tinct role within Jihadism, with virtually all of the Jihadis embracing the Salafi
approach to Islam. Al-Qaeda, for instance, has historically had Salafi member-
ship but with a relatively more ecumenical approach focusing on opposition to
Muslim regimes and their foreign supporters rather than strictly emphasizing
Salafi beliefs. This is evident in their support for the non-Salafi Taliban in
Afghanistan. On the other side of the spectrum, groups like the Groupe
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Islamique Armé (GIA) in Algeria or Islamic State (IS) strictly insist on the need
for Muslims to adhere to their understanding of the Salafi methodology.>* I use
the term “Jihadi’, which these groups themselves use, to analyse the evolution of
armed groups with shared lineage, who often remain interconnected in social
networks - even if only loosely - who mobilise a similar constituency, and in-
fluence one another. Other organisations like Hizbullah, Hamas, and militants
aligned with the Iranian-backed “Axis of Resistance” aren't “Jihadis” in this def-
inition due to their belonging to a different social movement, though they have
their own ideological project too.

My inclusive approach to Jihadism is because of the term itself. Ahrar al-
Sham and HTS, along with some other minor groups, are now reluctant to use it
(which was not always the case in 2011), even rejecting it and preferring instead
the more neutral mujahid (literally “engaged in jihad”). Ahrar al-Sham promptly
distanced itself from the term, vehemently rejecting any affiliation with al-Qaeda
right from the start of the conflict, though its structuring networks overlapped
with the Jihadi movement—though on the more “diluted” side of the spectrum—
with whom it shared some views, as argued in chapter 5. Jabhat al-Nusra
followed suit later on, severing ties with al-Qaeda and the Jihadi movement from
2016 onward.

My approach to the politicisation of jihad differs significantly from existing
research on Islamist moderation or de-radicalisation. Rather than analysing
groups that have disavowed violence (Ashour, 2009; Drevon, 2022; Matesan,
2020), I focus on armed groups that remain committed to the use of force. This
approach is distinct from the moderation of mainstream non-violent Islamist
movements, such as the Muslim Brotherhood, which have opted for political
participation in semi-authoritarian regimes.>® The choice of former Jihadis to
renounce violence and of the Muslim Brotherhood to create political parties
in several countries largely occurred when their domestic political systems
supported these objectives.>® The politicisation of jihad conversely happens
as armed groups continue to fight domestic authorities.”” However, there are
notable parallels in my approach to Jihadi politicisation when compared to
studies on the impact of political engagement within movements often asso-
ciated with the Muslim Brotherhood. I similarly delve into the internal and ex-
ternal factors that shape these groups’ choices, including their internal makeup
and the structures of their political systems, and its impact on their ideas and
behaviours. Some of the differences, in addition to these groups’ continued
use of violence, concern international incentives for politicisation. Foreign ac-
tors, including Western states, can set up a range of incentives and deterrents
to encourage Jihadis to politicise. These may include targeted attacks on their
leaders and commanders as well as international terrorist designations to ei-
ther deter or punish them from aligning with global jihad, or, in much rarer
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cases, a degree of collaboration and support to encourage them to become more
mainstream.

Ahrar al-Sham and Jabhat al-Nusra are key cases due to their scope and signif-
icance in the Syrian conflict. Ahrar al-Sham was one of the largest and most influ-
ential armed groups in Syria, mobilising a diverse range of fighters from various
Salafi traditions, including those who had previously fought in foreign jihads.
Its central positioning within armed opposition groups-led alliances and mil-
itary operation rooms was partially due to its unique pattern of organisational
expansion, which provides insights into the development of other armed groups.
Jabhat al-Nusra, on the other hand, was the most successful al-Qaeda affiliate
globally before rejecting bin Laden and al-Zawahiri’s organisation to pursue its
own agenda in Syria. The Syrian conflict is particularly significant due to the
involvement of actors with diverse ideological persuasions, the participation of
foreign fighters, and complex international interventions. Therefore, analysing
the trajectory of Ahrar al-Sham and Jabhat al-Nusra, particularly as the latter
transformed into HT'S, sheds light on the broader Syrian armed opposition as a
whole, including its most prevalent features and patterns of development.

I focus on Jihadis’ social movement dynamics and institutionalisation
processes as a response to a critical methodological gap in existing research,
which I elaborate in the annex. Previous research relied heavily on easily ac-
cessible primary sources such as communiqués, tracts, magazines, books, and
leaked internal communications, which can often exaggerate these groups’ of-
ficial claims and self-representation to their audience. Primary sources do not
exist in isolation. Relying solely on written documents, without knowing their
comprehensiveness and representativeness, can reify certain ideological debates
that may have only limited real-time relevance in reality. While Jihadi groups
most likely believe in the theological arguments they develop for internal and
external consumption, these arguments may not necessarily be the cause of in-
ternal conflicts and disagreements. Such arguments cannot be isolated from the
broader social movement and internal group dynamics that influence their evo-
lution over time.

This research is based on extensive fieldwork and interviews conducted in
Syria and Turkey since 2016. To gather primary data, I interviewed a substan-
tial number of Ahrar al-Sham leaders, commanders, and members, including
individuals who were involved with the group from its inception and others who
joined later. These interviewees are either still active in Ahrar al-Sham or have
left the group for various reasons. Additionally, I have conducted field research
in the Syrian northwest province of Idlib since 2019 and coordinated with HTS
to interview many of its leaders, including Abu Muhammad al-Jolani, and the
group’s military and religious leadership. To provide a comparative perspective,
I have also conducted interviews with individuals active in other factions that
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have interacted with Ahrar al-Sham and HTS, either in alliance or opposition
to them, to compare their organisational structures and strategic choices as well
as their perspectives on the evolution of these groups. These individuals repre-
sent a broad range of armed factions discussed throughout this book, and their
interviews were critical in understanding the relationships among the groups
and explaining their comparative trajectories. I present additional information
on the interviews and my methodology in the annex.

I made a concerted effort to extensively cite the perspectives of leaders from
diverse armed opposition groups throughout the book, with a particular em-
phasis on Ahrar al-Sham and HTS. I want to provide the reader with a lucid
understanding of these groups’ political stances by allowing them to articulate
their own views, which is rare in existing research. However, to ensure accu-
racy and balance, I diligently cross-referenced these quotes with accounts from
a spectrum of sources. This means that I also interviewed civilians, humani-
tarian organisations, influential local figures, as well as dissidents and members
of other armed groups, all of whom have had various levels of engagement with
Ahrar al-Sham and HT'S over the years.

Armed Conflicts, Jihadi Insurgencies, and Syria

I develop a relational approach to armed groups’ trajectories in armed conflicts,
drawing on institutional, social network, and social movement approaches.
This dynamic understanding of armed groups’ politicisation includes various
fields of research that are examined mostly in isolation, from armed groups’
alliances, mobilisation, relations to the population, and repertoires of violence.
While existing research tends to focus on one set of issues, I integrate them in
an encompassing analytical framework that studies them conjointly. The in-
stitutional approach to Jihadi groups’ politicisation also examines ideational
developments beyond existing rational choice approaches, which take polit-
ical preferences for granted or analyse ideas instrumentally (e.g., Shapiro, 2013;
Mironova, 2019).

There is little systematic research on armed groups’ institutionalisation, with
limited exceptions (e.g., Drevon, 2022). The closest research (Hoover Green,
2020) analyses specific dimensions of armed groups’ institutions but not armed
groups as institutions, as I argue. Many studies have nonetheless developed sev-
eral important hypotheses on the pre-war and in-war factors underpinning
armed groups’ organisational cohesion and norms—which underpins their
institutionalisation—during armed conflicts. Pre-war factors include the exist-
ence of strong pre-existing politicised networks (Staniland, 2014) and the re-
cruitment of ideologically committed fighters (Weinstein, 2006). In-war factors
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include their bureaucratisation (Jackson & Amiri, 2019), ideology (Kalyvas,
2015; Mironova, 2019), the resort to specific repertoires of violence (Cohen,
2016), intensive political indoctrination (Hoover Green, 2020), foreign support
(Seymour, 2014; Tamm, 2016), and material incentives to military commanders
(Lidow, 2016). Additionally, new research programs analyse and compare,
as this book does, how militant groups consolidate in armed conflicts (Hafez,
Gabbay, & Gade, 2021).

Important dimensions of external institutionalisation also feature in existing
research. Jihadi collaboration ranges from transactional cooperation to tactical
cooperation, strategic alliances, and organisational mergers (Moghadam, 2017).
First, cross-factional cooperation impacts their ideological and behavioural
evolution, including their adoption of new conflict framing and repertoires
of violence such as suicide bombing (Moghadam, 2008, 2017) and increased
organisational capability (Bacon, 2018). Second, armed groups develop rela-
tions with other states.”® Relations with states can increase their internal cohe-
sion (Seymour, 2014; Tamm, 2016), inform their strategic decisions (DeVore,
2012), enable their willingness to commit to specific international norms and
gain legitimacy (Jo, 2015), and enhance their ability to resist militarily (Szekely,
2016). Important research also analyses armed groups’ foreign policy, including
Hamas’ (Seurat, 2022). Jihadi relations with the population are studied in the
rebel governance literature,” which analyses the wartime institutions that
emerge under armed groups’ control (Arjona, 2016), especially the extent to
which armed groups (1) try to impose new political systems on the population
or rely on pre-existing institutions and (2) include other actors in governance
(Stewart, 2020; Mampilly & Stewart, 2020; Furlan, 2020). Governance is partic-
ularly constraining on these groups when local communities and organisations
are able to resist locally, including under Jihadis (Arjona, 2016; Kaplan,
2017; Krause, 2018; Bambers & Svensson, 2022; Jackson, 2021; Svensson &
Finnbogason, 2020; Svensson et al, 2022).

Despite important exceptions, a substantial amount of research on Jihadis re-
mains isolated from civil war research. Studies of Jihadi groups’ ideological tenets,
repertoires of violence, and alliances are often dissociated from similar research in
non-Islamist settings, although important underlying factors exist in both cases.
This is particularly true in empirical research of Jihadi groups and ideologues that
do not consider recent developments in civil war studies, especially organisational
research on insurgencies. While Jihadi organisations have specificities, they are
ultimately armed groups faced with trade-offs, constraints, and opportunities
that other armed groups similarly have to address. Jihadis’ specificities can only
be understood by de-exceptionalising them and comparing them to other types
of armed groups. Cross-ideological comparisons expose some aspects of Jihadi
groups’ ideational frameworks that might set them apart without essentialising
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their core belief systems. Instead of taking ideas as a given or relegating them as
epiphenomena contingent on material factors, the institutional approach of this
book analyses how ideas emerge, consolidate, and transform in parallel to armed
groups’ institutional developments. My approach aligns with Lacher’s (2020) and
Thurston’s (2020) important focus on the meso level, but with a thorough focus
on armed groups’ institutional dynamics instead of their communities or the
choices of their commanders only. It also aligns with new research on insurgent
bureaucratisation, as in the Taliban example (Jackson & Amiri, 2019).

I argue that a key specificity of Jihadi Salafism is the nature of these groups’
interconnection to one another. Recent studies suggest that these groups’ ide-
ology help them solve organisational dilemmas (Walter, 2017), and add that
Jihadis are better managers of human resources (Mironova, 2019), attract better
cadres (Kalyvas, 2018), build strategic relations with the business community
(Ahmad, 2017), ability to survive cycles of “Boom-Bust” (Ahmad, 2021), and
have a different support structure (Toft & Zhukov, 2015). These arguments are
actually interrelated. They are rooted in Jihadis’ interconnection, which allows
them to mobilise across diverse networks, attracting a wider range of human
and material resources, including a variety of skills that local groups may lack.
The sharing of worldviews and belief systems helps to nurture trust and limit
internal divisions. Ideas and practices, including repertoires of violence such as
suicide bombing, diffuse through these networks, potentially contributing to the
radicalisation of groups willing to embrace some of these practices (Moghadam,
2008; Kilcullen, 2011; Bakke, 2014).

But Jihadi interconnection is also a challenge. The fragmentation of contem-
porary armed conflicts and the proliferation of armed groups pose a particular
threat to Jihadi groups, as they share an overlapping constituency, structuring
networks, and worldviews. Co-ethnic or co-ideological insurgents are more ca-
pable of appropriating one another’s resources and supporting networks than
insurgents that don’t share many commonalities (Pischedda, 2020). True,
co-ideological groups are also less likely to fight one another (Gade, Hafez, &
Gabbay, 2019; Ahmad & Diallo, 2023 and tend to ally instead (Gade, Gabbay,
Hafez, & Kelly, 2019; Blair et al., 2022; Balcells, Chen, & Pischedda, 2022). But
insurgents sharing similar ideological commitments can also fight one another
too for political (and not only theological) reasons (Hafez, 2019; Hamming,
2022), since achieving social movement hegemony is key to insurgent victory
(Krause, 2017). More centrist groups generally prefer to balance or outbid one
another (Hafez, 2017), or even defect to the incumbent, as they assess post-war
rewards (Christia, 2012). Jihadi divisions are particularly enduring, since they
usually lack strong external state sponsors (Kalyvas, 2018).

Ultimately, any insurgency has to grapple with its own set of dilemmas and
paradoxes. Ucko’s (2022) “Insurgent’s Dilemma” is that modern insurgencies
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encounter a familiar challenge: once they achieve a certain level of success, they
are met with a formidable military backlash that hinders their ability to consol-
idate their gains into strategic victories. Modern insurgencies are therefore de-
veloping new survival strategies that go beyond the traditional models that were
effective during the Cold War, including pursuing local change instead of regime
change, infiltrating the state, and building up ideational legitimacy. Balcells and
Kalyvas (2022) add that identity and ideology play a crucial role in insurgencies’
success as much as counterinsurgency responses do. The “Marxist paradox”
is that revolutionary socialists tend to perform well in insurgencies, which are
both longer and more deadly, but they fail to achieve more outright victories
than do non-Marxists due to the stronger counter-revolutionary responses they
encounter.

Jihadi politicisation is a response to their own paradox, namely that the
features that empower them also prevent them from achieving a strategic vic-
tory. Their interconnection allows them to mobilise more effectively in armed
conflicts than other local groups, recruit ideologically motivated members, and
be militarily efficient. But these groups’ ideological commitments and intercon-
nection also alienate them from other states and the international community.
Western states notably oppose negotiating with them, implement strict anti-
terrorist regimes to de-legitimise and disrupt their activities, and often strike
their leaders and commanders, making it virtually impossible for the Jihadis to
achieve any lasting strategic victory. Additionally, these groups’ interconnec-
tion reinforces their dependency on transnational militants and ideologues,
who can threaten to withdraw their support and weaken their cohesion when-
ever Jihadis want to change. Socialising their members along strong ideological
tenets also makes it challenging for them to renounce some of their core beliefs
for more tangible gains without risking their defection. Thus, while their inter-
connection and shared worldviews help to mobilise resources, including human
capital, across diverse networks, it also presents significant challenges. Jihadi
politicisation, by engaging with a broader political landscape and normalising
their relations with non Jihadis, is a response to these challenges in order to
achieve at least some of their strategic objectives. Jihadi politicisation addresses
the tensions inherent with Jihadi transnationalism that Mendelsohn (2018)
highlighted, including its unease with other forms of identity (sub-national and
national), the intricate challenges in fostering unity as a transnational move-
ment, and the inherent conflicts arising from the pursuit of establishing separate
states while balancing local and global commitments.

This is a unique study of the Syrian conflict. Most research examines longer
historical trends underpinning the regime’s historical construction and the
consequences on its handling of the unprecedented uprising of the population
after 2011 (Haddad, 2011; Van Dam, 2011, 2017; Belhadj, 2013; McHugo, 2014;
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Rey, 2018; Daoudy, 2020). Rich testimonies of activists close to the insurgency
(Hudhaifa, 2021), intellectuals (Khalifa, 2008; al-Haj Saleh, 2017; Bishara, 2022),
journalists (Giovanni, 2016; Yassin-Kassab & Al-Shami, 2018; Yazbek, 2016;
Malek, 2017; Abouzeid, 2018), and locals (Al-Faris, 2015; al-Dik & Bontemps,
2016; Pearlman, 2017; Hisham & Crabapple, 2018) are complemented by ac-
ademic analyses of several themes. They include the role of foreign actors and
the United Nations (Phillips, 2016; Wieland, 2021; Bellamy, 2022; Tol, 2022;
Warrick, 2022), armed opposition groups’ dynamics (Lister, 2015b; Abboud,
2018; Baczko, Dorronsoro, & Quesnay, 2018; Gade, Gabbay, Hafez, & Kelly,
2019; Gade, Hafez, & Gabbay, 2019; Schulhofer-Wohl, 2020a; Ibrahim, 2021;
Schwab, 2021; Szekely, 2023), the competition between al-Qaeda and IS in
Syria and beyond (Hamming, 2020), geography and sectarianism (Balanche,
2018), the impact of local community structures on the divisions of the armed
opposition (Ghadban, 2022), armed groups’ governance and foreign interven-
tion (Mukhopadhyay & Howe, 2023), including the impact of local cease-fire
(Sosnowski, 2023) and the U.S. proxy warfare (Plana, 2021), the pro-regime
militias (Lund, 2015a; Leenders & Giustozzi, 2019, 2022; Ungér, 2020, 2024;
Voller, 2022; Koontz & Waters, 2023) and state supporters (Charap, Treyger, &
Geist, 2019; Hamilton, Miller, & Stein, 2020; Juneau, 2020; Borshchevskaya,
2021), the micro-sociology of the conflict (Sakhi, 2023) and wide-ranging the-
matic books (Paoli & Burgat, 2013; Hinnebusch & Zinti, 2015; Hinnebusch &
Imady, 2018a; Phillips, 2020; Collectif, 2022).

Several studies have already covered several dimensions of Ahrar al-Sham
and Jabhat al-Nusra’s histories. Cross-factional research examines Jihadi armed
groups comparatively in Syria, including how they consolidated and cooperated
(Ibrahim, 2021; Schwab, 2021), their court system (Schwab, 2018), ideolog-
ical differentiation (Schwab, 2023), relations to civilians (Bambers & Svensson,
2022), support of social networks (Gopal & Hodge, 2021), and transformation
(Pierret, 2015a, 2015b; Almustafa, 2020, 2023). On Ahrar al-Sham, the most
detailed articles examined its organisational reconstruction after the killing of
its first-tier leadership in September 2014 (Abazeid, 2015a). This body of re-
search develops important hypotheses on the impact of the group’s early choices
and prison debates on its subsequent trajectory during the war (Pierret, 2016;
Abazeid & Pierret, 2018) to explain how the group became a “revisionist” actor
(Heller, 2015). Other studies include Ahrar al-Sham’s alliance systems (Lund,
2012, 2013a), de-escalation and dialogue (G6ldner-Ebenthal & Elsayed, 2019),
and general choices within the armed opposition (Lister, 2015b; Soliman, 2020;
Drevon, 2020, 2021). These contrast with more trivial coverage of Ahrar al-Sham
as a mere enabler of al-Qaeda’s global jihad, to whom it would remain connected
ideologically and organisationally in Syria (Cafarella, Heras, & Casagrande,
2016).5
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Studies on Jabhat al-Nusra conversely include its contested relations with
al-Qaeda and IS in Syria (Cafarella, 2014; Lister, 2015b, 2016c; Watts, 2016;
Al-Tamimi,2016, 2017a, 2017b, 2018; Adraoui, 2019; Giustozzi, 2020; Zelin,
2023), de-escalation (Carenzi, 2020), governance (Haid, 2021; Furlan, 2022),
local strategy (Cafarella, 2014), re-localisation (Adraoui, 2019), and transforma-
tion into HT'S (Al-Tamimi, 2017, 2018; Heller, 2017b; Keser & Fakhoury, 2022;
Zelin, 2022, 2023; Bakkour, 2023; Grant-Brook, 2023). Only little work has
relied on field research with the group in Syria (ICG 2019¢, 2020; Khalifa, 2020;
Drevon & Haenni, 2021, 2022; Khalifa & Bonsey, 2021; Khalifa, 2023).

This research ultimately contributes to current debates on Jihadis and their
political evolution in armed conflicts, offering a more nuanced understanding
of the key factions that emerged in Syria. This analysis goes beyond the current
focus on IS radicalism in Syria and other countries, providing a more compre-
hensive analysis of the broader political landscape affecting the Jihadi social
movement.

Overview of the Chapters

The next three chapters provide an in-depth analysis of the comparative evo-
lution of the major armed opposition groups in Syria, including their internal
institutionalisation and the institutionalisation of their interactions with one
another, the population (in chapters 2 and 3 specifically), and foreign states
(chapter 4). These chapters analyse the reasons behind Ahrar al-Sham and then
Jabhat al-Nusra’s leading roles within the armed opposition while other groups
struggled to gain momentum. Chapter 5 then incorporates these factors to ex-
amine how they shaped these groups’ politicisation.

Chapter 2 provides a comprehensive analysis of the armed opposition’s emer-
gence. It examines the role of Islamist groups under the Syrian Baathist regime
until 2011, and how the regime’s repression led to the militarisation of the up-
rising and informed its early geography. The chapter then delves into the suc-
cess of Ahrar al-Sham, which emerged as the most prominent group in the early
stages of the conflict. It traces the evolution of Ahrar al-Sham from an aggrega-
tion of small military units that were particularly active in northwest Syria to
its consolidation as the leading armed opposition group in Syria. The group’s
early coordination of its military sub-units was facilitated by its embeddedness
in pre-existing Islamist and activist networks, which gradually facilitated its
institutionalisation. What sets Ahrar al-Sham apart from other armed groups
is its unique combination of several singular characteristics that allowed it to
develop internal and external institutional foundations early on in the conflict
without over-stretching. Meanwhile, Jabhat al-Nusra, which would become
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Ahrar al-Sham’s main contender for the leadership of the armed opposition later
on, was much smaller initially and not as influential, despite its successful high-
level attacks against regime targets.

Chapter 3 examines the expansion of the armed opposition throughout Syria,
focusing on the challenges that armed opposition groups faced when attempting
to institutionalise internally and externally (with other groups and the popula-
tion) to survive after the opposition seized large parts of Syrian territory. While
most groups existed in only one of Syria’s distinctive armed opposition-held
areas, without developing a presence throughout the country, Ahrar al-Sham
and Jabhat al-Nusra were among the few groups that managed to spread to more
than one region. Ahrar al-Sham’s development was unique in that it formed in
a bottom-up alliance system of many factions that institutionalised their ties
to one another before institutionalising internally as a single organisational
entity. This process established the group as a de-centralised entity that made
decisions in consensus, strengthened its institutional makeup, and made it at-
tractive for independent military units willing to join a larger group. This unique
pattern of development also explains the group’s local embeddedness in Syrian
communities, particularly in the northwest.

Chapter 4 delves into the various efforts to unite and institutionalise the
armed opposition (internally as well as externally, with other states) against the
backdrop of increased international intervention in the conflict. The need to
unify the armed opposition became critical to protect the areas under its con-
trol and bolster its credibility. However, most unification attempts were driven
primarily by military necessity, leading to further polarisation around the two
main contenders for leadership—Jabhat al-Nusra and Ahrar al-Sham. The
chapter argues that the outcome of their conflict was largely determined by their
diverging internal institutionalisation processes. Jabhat al-Nusra’s emphasis on
centralisation and discipline allowed it to maintain a stronger grip on power, ul-
timately leading to its consolidation as the dominant group in the last remaining
Syrian province under opposition control despite Ahrar al-Sham’s significant
strength.

The final chapter explores how the institutionalisation of the armed oppo-
sition informed its politicisation. It traces Jihadi ideological revisionism from
pre-2011 prisoners debates to the impact of the configuration of the conflict—
including the domestic nature of the uprising and factional competition—to
explains how new ideas emerged and consolidated in the armed opposition, es-
pecially in Ahrar al-Sham. The chapter then focuses on Ahrar al-Sham’s insti-
tutional trajectory, examining the group’s struggle to fully embrace the Syrian
armed opposition’s revolutionary agenda. Despite being one of the most suc-
cessful armed groups in Syria, Ahrar al-Sham faced numerous institutional
impediments that hindered its ability to fully realise its political aspirations. The
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final part of the chapter analyses the challenges posed by the rise of Jabhat al-
Nusra (as it transformed into HTS), as well as the external subjugation of the
armed opposition by Russia and Turkey.

The conclusion moves beyond the empirical study of the Syrian armed oppo-
sition to better understand Jihadi groups’ evolution outside Syria. This chapter
discusses the potential impact of the Syrian conflict on the evolution of the
Jihadi social movement, especially in light of the territorial defeat of IS in Iraq
and Syria. It examines the broader implications of the conflict for the evolution
of Jihadi movements globally. This approach helps to re-evaluate the post-9/11
American policies towards Jihadi groups and their consequences.



2

Creating an Insurgency

One of the most notable features of the Syrian armed opposition is its internal di-
versity, with hundreds of armed groups emerging between 2011 and 2013. These
groups were established by individuals with various rationales when the regime
unleashed unrestrained violence to repress a popular uprising throughout Syria.
Some were villagers trying to defend their localities, while others were soldiers
who split from the army after refusing to repress popular protests. Still, some
local activists went further and already wanted to topple the regime. Among
them were several groups that embraced political ideas stemming from the
Islamist social movement, including Ahrar al-Sham, which took an early lead
among Jihadi-leaning armed groups. The range of groups that formed to face
the Syrian regime was much more diverse than the dominant dichotomy be-
tween Islamist and secular entities.! This chapter analyses the militarisation of
the Syrian opposition in 2011 and the reasons behind the rise of several Islamist
actors—with a particular attention to Ahrar al-Sham—in comparison to other
groups. It also provides an overview of pre-2011 Syria and its impact on the
emergence of the armed opposition.

Syrian Islamists under the Baathist Regime before 2011

The success of any armed opposition is determined not solely by its choices
once it decides to take up arms and fight. The circumstances that precede the
outbreak of the war play a crucial role in shaping the prospects of any insur-
gency. Armed groups have to mobilise militants around them, develop under-
ground networks, and liaise with one another to coordinate their actions and
create enduring armed groups. Their ability to do so depends on many factors,
including the presence of pre-existing politicised social movements (e.g.,
Staniland, 2014) featuring different degrees of transnationalism and cohesion
(e.g., Gopal & Hodge, 2021).2 Pre-war developments, which are increasingly rel-
evant in civil war studies, have a major impact on wartime dynamics, though
not in a deterministic manner. In Syria, the Islamist armed opposition did not
emerge in a vacuum in 2011. Islamist armed groups—which ultimately took the
lead—emerged on the periphery of a larger Islamist social movement that has
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flourished internationally for the past few decades despite being latent inside
Syria before 2011. The Syrian component of the Islamist social movement has
formed around a combination of formal and informal groups sharing a distinct
collective identity and worldviews despite real internal divergences.

The Syrian Islamist social movement has its roots in the reformist movement
of the 19th and early 20th centuries. The latter was very diverse internally, in-
clusive of many prolific Islamic associations such as Jamat al-Gharra, Jam‘iat
al-Hidaya al-Islamiyya, and Jam'iat al-Ulama in Damascus (Lefevre, 2013: 13).3
After Syrias independence, the Islamic (inclusive of Islamists) movement was
swayed by the Muslim Brotherhood, which successfully aggregated many early
religious congregations into a single organisational structure. Originally a main-
stream organisation that participated in Syria’s political system, the Muslim
Brotherhood engaged in political activities from 1947 to 1963 despite sev-
eral coups that forced it to limit its political engagement. During the 1950s to
early 1960s, the Brotherhood consistently sought to adapt to new political
opportunities to mobilise its mostly urban constituency in the newly inde-
pendent state.*

In 1963, the Baath Party took control of Syria. The coup preceded an in-
ternal leadership contest for control of the new regime, which subsequently
consolidated as a neo-patrimonial regime that combined personal and bureau-
cratic loyalty to the new leader (Hinnebusch, 2019). The Baath Party, popu-
list corporatism, state bureaucracy, and army and security forces formed the
pillars of power in Syria (Hinnebusch, 2004: 75-82). Under Hafez al-Assad’s
rule, there was no room for internal challengers. The regime’s repression
targeted not only the Islamists but also its communists, nationalists, and so-
cialist opponents. Although the regime started with a relatively narrow pop-
ular base, Assad’s ascent to power paved the way for the “revolution from
above” (Hinnebush, 2004), which combined land reforms, nationalisation of
the public sector, and investments in health and education (Balanche, 2009;
Hinnebusch, 2012). The president’s power was reinforced by concentric circles
of authority bolstered by widespread corruption networks and clientelism.
A cult of personality treated Assad as a demi-god who could not be publicly
criticised (Wedeen, 2015), while the intelligence services permeated all levels
of society (Glasman, 2013).°

Regime consolidation in Syria illustrates the contested role of the Alawi
community. Multiple security services historically came under the control of
Alawi figures, who systematically favoured Alawis over Sunni officers and gen-
erals regardless of formal hierarchy (Balanche, 2006b; McHugo, 2014). Despite
being a minority, the percentage of Alawi officers has grown from 61% in 1997
(Courbage, 2007) to 80% in 2012 (Paoli, 2011).° The most well-trained and well-
resourced brigades were recruited from this community, while other sections of
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the army were kept structurally weaker (Balanche, 2006b; McHugo, 2014).” But
Alawi dominance alone does not fully capture the essence of the Syrian regime.
Hafez al-Assad had to balance various social forces against one another. Many
large Alawi families were also marginalised in favour of Assad, his clan, and his
allies. The lower social classes among Syrian Alawis barely benefited from the
regime’s largesses (Paoli, 2011).% To sustain his regime, Assad instead estab-
lished a broad network of alliances that combined state and traditional sources
of power around a tight clique sharing a similar background, experience, and
solidarity (Belhadj, 2013; Hinnebusch & Imady, 2018b; Daher, 2019). Sectarian
domination was not necessarily the product of a pre-arranged plan but the out-
come of a longer historical process (Van Dam, 2017) informed by the trusted
social networks that stemmed from the same regions and continued to recruit
one another while purging their opponents (Hinnebusch, 2015). The rural and
minority background of this group became a mechanism to limit division and
reinforce their cohesion (Haddad, 2011).

The Baath Party faced its most significant opposition from the Islamists,
particularly the Muslim Brotherhood.” The hegemony of the Baath Party and
the army marginalised all political actors, including the Brotherhood. When
the Baathist military coup outlawed the organisation in 1964, the Brotherhood
participated in strikes and mass protests throughout Syria, especially in the
conservative city of Hama. This ban transformed the Brotherhood from a
mainstream political party to a vilified opposition group. The end of parliamen-
tarianism and increased repression forced the group to rethink its strategy and
ideas. Internal divisions were compounded by its own leadership weaknesses
and by the geographic antagonism between Damascus and the northern
branches (Lefevre, 2013: 88-96). The Brotherhood felt particularly threatened
by Baathist policies that it viewed as antagonistic to Syria’s Sunni-majority so-
ciety and its foundations. As regime violence increased and rural minorities took
over the state apparatus, the Brotherhood began to develop more sectarian and
militant positions. Some of its ideologues and activists promoted jihad and op-
posed the Alawi community and democracy, such as Sa‘id Hawwa. Hama, in
particular, was a hotbed of opposition, as Baathist policies threatened its social
and economic foundations.

By the late 1970s, various Islamist groups legitimised violence against the re-
gime. Local attacks against regime forces flourished as riots and demonstrations
accompanied the emergence of the Fighting Vanguard (al-Tali‘a al-Mugqatila) on
the periphery of the Muslim Brotherhood. These groups targeted regime figures
and conducted military training for a larger confrontation with the authorities.
In 1979, an emblematic event was the killing of a large number of Alawi cadets
in the Aleppo Artillery school, which intensified the conflict between the
two sides and destabilised the regime’s foundations. The regime responded
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with a massive crackdown on Brotherhood-affiliated groups and their Sunni
supporters, resulting in the death of hundreds of demonstrators. The regime
declared that membership in the Brotherhood was punishable by death in Syrian
law. By 1979-1980, the Brotherhood had joined an armed conflict that it was not
prepared for, and the regime ultimately crushed an ultimate uprising in the city
of Hama in 1982. This event marked the end of the revolt against the regime, and
up to 30,000 people lost their lives in the destruction of the city. The failure of the
Islamists can be attributed to various factors, including their internal divisions,
lack of preparation and foreign support, and indecisiveness (al-Suri, 1991; Lia,
2016).10

State repression effectively incapacitated the Muslim Brotherhood in Syria,
forcing many of its leaders and members to emigrate to Jordan and Iraq. Some
of its members remained involved in armed militancy, and by the late 1980s had
settled in Afghanistan to fight against the Soviet invasion (Lefevre, 2013: 137-
147). Among them was Abu Musab al-Suri, who would become a leading
Jihadi intellectual in the following decade (Lia, 2009). Despite the crackdown,
many militants and their offspring participated in the war after 2011 and joined
various armed groups.!? They framed their actions as a continuation of what
they retrospectively referred to as the first revolution (Lefevre, 2013: 137-147;
Lia, 2009).

The forceful repression of the Brotherhood and its virtual organisational dis-
appearance did not totally uproot the Islamist social movement in Syria. After
the conflict with the Brotherhood ended, the Syrian regime had to accommo-
date religion (Pierret, 2013), similar to other states in the region (Cesari, 2014).
The regime’s economic liberalisation reinforced this choice, as it forced it to ac-
cept a growing role for apolitical associations that could provide basic subsidies
to the population that the regime could no longer support.!* By the late 1980s,
the external rent provided by Gulf countries dwindled, and private capital fled
the country. The diversion of resources for the conflict with Israel worsened
domestic failures, particularly in the public sector. The economic downturn
necessitated new investments and lower government spending, but the regime
limited economic developments, constraining its prospects and autonomy
(Haddad, 2011). Despite these challenges, Syria’s political economy largely
underpinned the regime’s limited opening to several Islamist groups, which con-
tinued after the succession of Hafez al-Assad by his son.

Real constraints on Islamist movements did not curb the religiosity of the
population nor prevent the emergence of new religious trends unaffiliated with
the Muslim Brotherhood, which filled in the vacuum left by the organisation.!
The Brotherhood itself became more inclusive in exile. The organisation called
for a democratic opening in Syria and also reached out to former regime officials
such as its former vice president Abdul Halim Khaddam in 2005. Although some
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Brotherhood members were released from prison (Al-Haj, n.d.: 19), the group’s
influence within Syria remained a shadow of its former self of the 1970s. In the
1990s, non-political Islamic charities, educational institutions, and proselytising
movements supplanted the Brotherhood and gained significant societal influ-
ence through a religious revival affecting large segments of society (Pierret &
Selvik, 2009; Donker, 2013). As economic liberalisation failed to provide suffi-
cient economic subsistence, Islamic charities grew in influence. Hafez al-Assad’s
regime had promoted a loyal form of Islam by supporting Quranic memorisation
institutions and a network of loosely structured mosques, partially Islamising
the public sphere. Instead of building Islamic institutions that could leverage in-
fluence inside the state (Pierret, 2013), the regime outsourced Islamic education
to loyal clerics, contributing to the growth of these non-political Islamic groups
(Pierret, 2013; Khatib, 2012).

However, domestic policies were not the only factors underpinning the
growth of Salafi and Islamist activist networks in Syria. Two significant regional
and international turning points also shaped the evolution of activist networks
on the periphery of the Islamist social movement since the early 1990s. The first
juncture coincided with the first Gulf War (Al-Haj, n.d.: 19; Mustafa, 2012: 4;
Al-Haj, 2013: 3), in which new Islamist generations unaffiliated with the Muslim
Brotherhood drew inspiration from the Sahwa (awakening) movement that
emerged in Saudi Arabia. This movement was an Islamist response to the Saudi
alliance with the United States. Its ideologues sought to articulate demands for
political reforms in the country, the reassertion of the role of Islam in state and
society, and their opposition to the presence of American troops during the war
(Lacroix, 2011). While the roots of the intellectuals’ dissociation from the Saudi
regime originated in the Saudi neutrality during the conflict between the Muslim
Brotherhood and the Syrian regime (Lacroix, 2011: 152), public criticisms
materialised only after the first Gulf War. Jihadis, including Osama bin Laden,
later embraced the Sahwa as well (Lacroix, 2011: 193-200).!° This development
paralleled the transformation of armed Islamist mobilisation from Afghanistan
to Bosnia and later Chechnya (Hegghammer, 2010), which spurred numerous
discussions among Syrian activist groups on jihad (Al-Haj, n.d.: 19). Khaled Abu
Anas, one of the main founders of Ahrar al-Sham, recalled his early involvement
in the Syrian Islamic revival.

My involvement began in 1991. I was not religiously committed before that.
We are from the post-Muslim Brotherhood generation who met on univer-
sity campuses. I began my engagement with different books on Islam and lis-
tening to local sheikhs in Idlib. The Saudi influence was very strong in our lives
as the beginning of the 1990s coincided with the Islamic revival (al-sahwa).
I created the first group in Syrian universities to spread our Islamic activities.
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We organised many meetings at the time. We were discovering the Salafi move-
ment. We discussed many issues together. Some of us would prepare lectures
on specific books and topics, which would then be discussed collectively.
Most of the brothers were from Aleppo and I was the only one from Idlib. Our
readings were very broad. We began with the foundations, Ibn Taymiyya and
Ibn Qayyim.'® Then we went to other sheikhs, including [Muhammad Nasir al-
Din] al-Albani, [Abu Basir] al-Tartussi and others.!” We tried to create a broad
network throughout the country. As we only focused on the communists, the
regime did not attack us. Then, we explored the concept of tawheed.!® We
started to emphasise jihad as well. We strived to transform the youths and
create a new generation.

The second juncture that catalysed the expansion of Salafi and Islamist activist
networks occurred in 2003, when the United States invaded Iraq. This event
triggered non-violent Islamist protests in Syria and reignited internal debates
on jihad among Syrian Islamists (Al-Haj, n.d.: 27; Mustafa, 2012: 4; Al-Haj,
2013). Although some individuals had discussed jihad in the 1990s, the rise of
Jihadi Salafism gained momentum after 2003 in Middle Eastern countries (e.g.,
Drevon, 2016). Friends and students who were looking for the most appropriate
response to what they perceived as a new threat to Islam embraced the Salafi
Jihadi approach to Islam (Al-Haj, n.d.: 32). The regime indirectly supported
the proliferation of Salafi Jihadi networks in their fight against American forces
in Iraq, before clamping down on them in Syria. Numerous interviews with
Islamists who remained independent or affiliated with Salafi armed groups
during the uprising recognised that they initially embraced this approach to
Islam for political more than theological reasons.! They perceived al-Qaeda,
which virtually monopolised Jihadi Salafism after 9/11 (Drevon, 2017), as the
only actor capable of facing the external threats to the Muslim world. Khaled
Abu Anas also added that:

Many of us come from Jihadi Salafism. This trend is a response to oppression.
When Islam is under attack, jihad is a solution and a way out from the conun-
drum in which we are. That’s why the youths embrace jihad. If you think about
it, there are historically only two Islamist models: the Muslim Brotherhood
and al-Qaeda. In these conditions, which one was the most relevant and con-
vincing? The Brotherhood and its strategy of political engagement or al-Qaeda
and armed struggle? Al-Qaeda was more attractive for those who wanted to do
something.

During that period, a significant number of individuals exhibited a
heightened religious commitment, actively seeking increased Islamist influence
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within Syrian universities. Ahrar al-Sham’s first leader mentioned in an inter-
view shortly before his death that (al-Jazeera, 2016):

The university dormitories were small clubs in which we could discuss politics
between different intellectual tendencies. Every year the Islamist trend was be-
coming more powerful.

To which Abul Talha al-Ghab, the first military leader of the group, added that:

I became practising when I was at the university. I was looking for new
references, which I obtained online. I was influenced by [the Muslim
Brotherhood intellectual Sayyid Qutb’s] In the Shade of the Qur’an (fi zilal al-
quran) and Milestones (maalim fil-tariq). There was also a global change with
the war on terrorism [after 9/11], which encouraged us to look at Islam more in
depth in response.

It is worth highlighting that this line of reasoning is a prevailing sentiment
among Jihadi groups of all orientations. In private interviews, they acknowledge
the political motives for their adoption of this interpretation of Islam, rather than
strictly theological ones. They do not merely contend that Jihadi Salafism is a
more authentic expression of Islam’s essence. Even the top religious authority of
Jabhat al-Nusra, which was established by a network of ISI (Islamic State of Iraq,
before the creation of ISIS) commanders before pledging loyalty to al-Qaeda,
expressed a comparable view. According to Abu Abdullah al-Shami:

Salafism spread in Syria under the influence of the war in Iraq in 2003. For
many, the idea was to assess the force that could jihad in the region to resist the
American invasion. Salafism was considered the way forward. Its popularity in
the current conflict was further supported by the military victories achieved by
Salafi armed groups. People follow the successful projects.

The relations between the Syrian regime and the Jihadi movement were
complex and contentious prior to 2011.% Initially, the Syrian government
cooperated with the United States against Jihadi networks in the aftermath
of 9/11, participating in the rendition of suspects associated with al-Qaeda.
According to a former CIA agent, “if you want a serious interrogation, you send
a prisoner to Jordan. If you want them to be tortured, you send them to Syria”
(Guardian, 2011). However, Syria’s regional interests shifted after the U.S. in-
vasion of Iraq in 2003 and forced departure from Lebanon in 2005, when the
regime began to see Jihadi groups as a useful card in the region. This ambi-
guity led to some controversial interactions, such as the regime’s support for
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the Palestinian armed group Fath Intifada that helped a new Jihadi group, Fath
al-Islam, take over the Nahr al-Bared refugee camp in 2007 in north Lebanon
(Rougier, 2007, 2015). Additionally, smaller groups like Jund al-Sham and un-
affiliated militants launched sporadic attacks inside Syria. The Syrian regime
also facilitated the transfer of foreign fighters transiting through the country
to fight American forces and their allies in Iraq, including al-Qaeda-linked
networks (Lister, 2015b: 31-50). Supporting the Iraqi insurgency was a way to
destabilise the American occupation, which could have targeted Syria as well.
The regime cracked down on these networks only when it was expedient to sup-
port negotiations with the American administration. Most Syrian armed groups
and their supporters were subsequently jailed in Saydnaya, a notorious prison in
the suburbs of Damascus. Many former prisoners went on to participate in the
armed opposition, particularly in Ahrar al-Sham and Jabhat al-Nusra.?!

The Salafi component of the Islamist social movement remained largely
hidden from public view, and instead spread through discrete social networks
on a small scale. In a private discussion in Idlib with four religious scholars as-
sociated with former Jabhat al-Nusra or close to the group, my colleague Patrick
Haenni and I discussed the role of the Islamist social movement in Syria prior
to 2011. Abu Abdullah al-Shami and Mathar al-Weis from HTS, along with
Ibrahim Shasho, the minister of religious affairs for their supported government,
and Anas Ayrut from the Sharia faculty at the University of Idlib, all concurred
that there was no room for the public expansion of the Islamist social movement
before the 2011 uprising. They explained that Syrians were especially hesitant to
be associated with the Muslim Brotherhood due to their previous confrontations
with the regime, and that there was a significant generational gap with the
organisation, which was seen as out of touch with the younger generation.

While some Islamists assert that they lived in isolation prior to 2011 due to
fear of arrest, others acknowledge that they were loosely connected in informal
groups composed of friends, students, university graduates, and locals.?? These
groups were organised around specific religious preachers, mosques, or informal
gatherings and were prevalent throughout Syria, with some areas in Aleppo,
Hama, the suburb of Duma in Damascus, and rural areas showing particular ac-
tivity (ICG, 2012; Abu Raman, 2013). The de-centralised and internationalised
nature of the activist approach to Salafism was more conducive to its expan-
sion in an authoritarian state like Syria, which was better equipped to suppress
well-established organizations than an ideological trend disseminated through
unstructured, loose social networks (ICG, 2012).2* Despite its limited societal
influence and public presence prior to 2011, Salafism and its militant variants are
not just an imported phenomenon to Syria during the war. Militant Salafism is
not exclusively a foreign phenomenon, although a competition between foreign
actors has fuelled its growth since the early stages of the conflict (Pierret, 2016).
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During the 2000s, many individuals in northwest Syria met privately to dis-
cuss a range of political and religious issues. Their internal debates spanned from
the so-called caliphate of Abu ‘Isa—a militant who claimed to have reinstated
the historical caliphate amid the conflict in Afghanistan, which he ruled from
his apartment in London (Jackson, 2014; Hussein, 2020)—to the concept of irja
or postponement of the application of Islamic law in the Muslim world (Lav,
2012: 13-29) (ICG, 2017).2* Although the Salafis, many of whom later became
the nucleus of Ahrar al-Sham, shared some commonalities, such as their hos-
tility towards the regime, they did not hold the same political outlook. While
some Salafis preferred a more scholastic (‘ilmi) approach to Islam that focused
primarily on the study of religious creed (‘agida) without delving into political
issues, others explicitly endorsed Jihadi Salafism and violence (ICG, 2017) and
mobilised in support of armed resistance in Iraq in the 2000s. Two early leaders
of Ahrar al-Sham, Khaled Abu Anas and Abu Abd al-Rahman al-Suri, reflected
on their diverging views on Jihadi Salafism,?> with Abu Anas suggesting that
small activist networks were already contemplating the possibility of a war in
Syria in the 2000s. Despite these differences, Syrian Salafis generally shared a
strong opposition to the regime, which was widely viewed as religiously heretical
(ICG, 2017).%6 Another early leader argued that:

Many of our brothers went to Iraq to fight the American occupation. It was a
very popular cause at the time. I personally thought that change was coming to
Syria too. But I knew that it would be extremely difficult. I told the brothers that
they should get prepared in Syria instead of going to Iraq.

But other Ahrar al-Sham founders like Abu Abd al-Rahman al-Suriconversely
argued that Jihadi Salafism did not play a central role for all early Ahrar al-Sham
leaders:

I was a scholastic Salafi (‘ilmi) before 2011. There was a lot of pressure on us.
We could barely meet or organise. It was a very difficult situation. I come from
a conservative family that is not necessarily Salafi. There was a wall between
us and the regime. We would not help them, join the Baath Party, or anything
like that. Being in that type of conservative family was risky in these conditions.
Personally I began my involvement at a very general level. First, I started to read
[Muhammad] al-Bukhari, then [Ibn Hajar] al-Asqalani, Muslim [ibn al-Hajjaj]
and others.?” I assembled a large library in Idlib with religious books. People
were warning against the Salafi Jihadi trend at the time. Then I met others and
we had a lot of discussions on the trend. I therefore disagree with the claim that
Ahrar al-Sham stems from Jihadi Salafism. Some were but not all of us. My litera-
ture is not Abu Muhammad al-Maqdisi and Abu Qatada.?® I have not read them.
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The Militarisation of a Popular Uprising(s)

In early 2011, the removal of the heads of Arab states in Tunisia and Egypt,
Zine El Abidine ben Ali and Hosni Mubarak, respectively, inspired small-scale
demonstrations across Syria. 2° The Syrian regime wrongly alleged that its for-
eign policy in support of regional resistance movements such as Hamas in
Palestine and Hizbullah in Lebanon, the so-called axis of resistance formed with
Iran, would shield it from protests, unlike pro-Western regimes like Egypt and
Tunisia (Assad, 2011). The protesters proved the regime wrong when the arrest
of schoolboys who had written anti-regime graffiti in Daraa inflamed popular
indignation throughout the country. Daraa, a former bastion of the Baath Party
that was marginalised by the regime’s policies, became the epicentre of the early
protests. The subsequent torture and assassination of a 13-year-old boy named
Hamza al-Khateeb further fueled popular anger against the security forces
throughout the country. While early protestors demanded prisoners’ liberation
and wide political reforms—not the downfall of the regime—the regime took
only cursory measures, such as the reinstatement of a female teacher wearing the
face veil in Banyas and some liberation of prisoners. These measures were too
little, too late, particularly given the regime’s increasing use of violence against
demonstrators. The protestors considered Assad’s first speech in March 2011,
in which he spoke out against foreign conspiracies, and his failure to implement
real measures, an affront (Marsh & Chulov, 2011). As violence escalated on the
part of the regime, popular resentment intensified.

In the early stages of the Syrian uprising, protests began with small-scale
demonstrations in Damascus that quickly spread to peripheral neighbourhoods,
such as the eastern and southern suburbs of Duma and Midan.?* As the move-
ment grew, an increasing number of protesters gathered in Syria’s cities around
specific themes every Friday after congregational prayers. At this point, there
were no signs of sectarianism. Local demands rather than sectarian claims (Rey,
2013) drove the protest movement, reflecting the strength of Syria’s local identity
and territorial crisis (Balanche, 2011). Demonstrators expressed local grievances
against the backdrop of broader revolutionary demands. They often emphasised
solidarity between Christians and Muslims to pre-empt the regime’s attempts
to portray the movement as a “Sunni threat” to Syria’s religious minorities.
Sunni rural areas were at the forefront, partially reflecting the regime’s strategy
of co-optation of certain groups (Haddad & Wind, 2014). But it would also be
wrong to assume that only rural areas mobilised; urban areas also played a sig-
nificant role in supporting the militarised revolution. Distinct armed groups
emerged with a more urbanised perspective formed though some of these
urban factions maintained connections to rural areas through familial networks
(Sakhi, 2023: 84-113). The level of mobilisation of different cities, groups, or



42 FROM JIHAD TO POLITICS

even neighbourhoods varied according to the nature of their local divergences
and state-society relations before 2011 (Hokayem, 2017: 41; Mazur, 2021). By
June 2011, hundreds of thousands of non-violent protesters had demonstrated
in Syria’s public squares. Demonstrations often occurred in informal or pop-
ular neighbourhoods where security control was feebler. Local coordination
committees, the tansiqiyyat, played a crucial role in coordinating their activities
locally and throughout Syria to give a sense of unity to the social movement and
provide relief assistance and basic organisation (Abboud, 2018 63). The local
protests combined nationwide themes with verylocal demands and reflected the
grievances of certain regions and cities.

However, we also cannot isolate the conflict that began in Syria in 2011 from
the structural factors underpinning Syria’s domestic and international politics.
While short-term triggers catalysed the demonstrations, the conflict has deep-
rooted historical causes. The emergence of non-violent protests, the regime’s
response, and the militarisation of the opposition were not isolated events.
A complex set of factors that define the available choices for both regime
leaders and opposition groups largely contextualise the sequence of events
after 2011. Even authoritarian leaders who rely on a small circle of decision-
makers are influenced by a range of domestic and international factors that
inform their actions. These factors are rooted in longer historical patterns of
development.’! For example, the resort to violence by the security forces is not
only the choice of regime leaders or their subordinates. It also results from the
nature of state-society relations across Syria before 2011 (Mazur, 2021), since
the resilience of any regime depends on a combination of state organisation
(from bureaucratic to patrimonial) and the degree of inclusiveness (Goodwin,
2001). Foreign countries and Syrian opposition groups initially overlooked
these factors and mistakenly assumed that the regime could easily fall, as in
Tunisia, Egypt, and Libya. By 2012, Western countries mistakenly became
confident that Bashar al-Assadwould be quickly toppled.*? Their assessment
explained their reluctance to consider serious political discussions with regime
supporters at the time, such as Russia, on a speculative replacement of Assad
(Borger & Inzaurralde, 2015).

Multiple factors influenced the regime’s response to the popular protests in
2011.* One of the most prominent is the nature of its elite and security appa-
ratus (Barany, 2011; Lawson, 2015; Droz-Vincent, 2020).>* Policing of protest
varies according to regime types and traditions. Security establishments follow
diverging procedures rooted in established traditions that structure their reac-
tion to protest movements (e.g., Della Porta & Fillieule, 2004). Even inclusive
democracies do not police waves of protest similarly (Della Porta, Fillieule, &
Reiter, 1998). These differences are even more acute in an authoritarian regime.
The regime’s patronage networks for managing local communities across Syria
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largely determined its approach to the challenge posed by the protests in 2011,
as well as the level and scope of violence in those communities (Mazur, 2021).

In 2011, the Syrian regime featured exclusive political structures. Only pro-
regime protests had historically been organised by the regime. There were no
independent political parties, unions, and other types of associations that could
organise political protests, even in limited numbers, as in other countries such as
Egypt and Jordan.*. The security establishment was ill-prepared and untrained
to manage large-scale social protests though the regime’s structure prevented
the split of cohesive military units, with only individual soldiers and conscripts
leaving the army, rather than full battalions or divisions. Additionally, the se-
curity establishment lacked professionalism and institutionalisation, remaining
mostly under the control of the ruling family and Alawi officers, which further
hindered its ability to address the protests effectively. For instance, Atef Najib, a
cousin of Bashar al-Assad, played a critical role in repressing the early protests
in the south of the country in Daraa. Despite Western diplomats advising Assad
to undertake reforms and punish his cousin for his actions, Najib was arrested
for only a few days and subsequently released due to his mother’s influence on
Assad’s mother (Dagher, 2019). Alawi officers generally felt threatened by the
development of a protest movement in Sunni rural areas, as they believed their
survival was inherently tied to the regime. The failure to address the protests
was only compounded by the marginalisation of the Baathist old guard in the
2000s, which not only was more experienced but also enjoyed wider patronage
networks throughout the country. Some of their pillars, including Assef Shawkat,
died in a perplexing bombing on July 18,2012, marking an early turning point in
the conflict in favour of escalation (Dagher, 2014).

The regime’s support base had also become increasingly narrow over time.
By 2011, the regime relied mainly on certain segments of the Alawi community
and the Sunni elite, while marginalising the Baath party and other central pil-
lars that provided mobilisation and support (Hinnebusch & Imady, 2018b).>
Bashar al-Assad had promoted a new class of bureaucrats loyal to him, but this
only further entrenched the regime’s reliance on a narrow elite centred on the
Assad family and allied families like the Makhlouf. As the regime pursued neo-
liberal economic policies (Hinnebusch, 2012) in its “authoritarian upgrading”
(Heydemann, 2007), it eroded the social contract it had previously maintained
with the population (Hinnebusch, 2019). The regime had no coherent economic
strategy, and instead focused on banking and tourism while neglecting tradi-
tional investments in agriculture and industry (Hinnebusch, 2012). This further
marginalised large parts of the Sunni population, particularly in rural areas that
were less integrated into state structures.

The regime’s reliance on a social base that was antagonistic to the lower Sunni
rural working class insulated it from immediate threats, but left it disconnected
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from significant segments of the population. Many working poor moved to the
periphery of major cities, especially when drought plagued the country in the
late 2000s (De Chatel, 2014), which armed groups later seized during the up-
rising. As a result, the regime lacked the means to respond to popular demands,
and was unable to co-opt these marginalised groups as it had done in the past.
The association of the Alawi community with the regime fostered the idea that
their survival was tied to the regime’s survival (Van Dam, 2017). Even when
armed groups promoted non-sectarian agendas, the Alawi community remained
stuck within this “loyalty trap” that hindered the emergence of an alternative
(McLauchlin, 2018).

The weakness of Syrian civil society is a notable outcome of the two previous
factors. The regime’s reliance on a narrow base of support and the associated
monopoly of the Baath Party over the regime state’s structures had impeded
the emergence of an autonomous civil society. Initial hopes that the so-called
Damascus Spring that followed Bashar al-Assad’s accession to power would en-
able the emergence of independent associations, gatherings, newspapers, and,
potentially, political parties were rapidly quashed .>” The Syrian regime never
allowed a political opening, unlike semi-authoritarian regimes such as Egypt
under Mubarak, where independent political parties existed despite occasional
arrests and state pressure (Blaydes, 2010). Although some local associations
were allowed to provide basic social services to alleviate the impact of economic
liberalisation, associations focused on human rights were severely constrained.
They were kept informal, under the leadership of some intellectuals who
could not establish independent funding, coordinate, or even institutionalise
(Abboud, 2015). Strong civil society is paramount to the cohesion of a protest
movement. The weakness of civil society in Syria hindered the emergence of
a cohesive leadership that could coordinate the protests and favour the choice
of non-violence (Pearlman, 2011), though mobilisation can still occur to com-
pensate civil society deficit (Pearlman, 2020). It also exacerbated armed groups’
failure to overcome their divisions since pre-war networks are critical to armed
groups’ organisational cohesion (Staniland, 2014). As a result, the armed oppo-
sition fragmented, reflecting the fragmented social structure of the Syrian local
communities that supported its growth (Ghadban, 2022).

Syria’s regional alliance system was also critical in the regime’s survival. The
unwavering support of foreign allies—Iran and later Russia—shielded the re-
gime from international pressure. Both countries were unlikely to restrain the
regime or favour meaningful domestic change.’® They are also authoritarian,
and show little tolerance for domestic social protests, with Iran crushing its own
domestic protests in 2009 and Russia three years later. They believed that any ac-
commodation of the mostly Sunni opposition would undermine their position
in the region. They feared that a new regime, or even a reformed one, would be
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less reliant on them and more aligned with Gulf and Western countries. Russia,
in particular, has been consistently opposed to Western attempts at human-
itarian interventions, citing violations of UN Security Council mandates.*® Its
vested geopolitical interests in Syria further cemented its support for the regime.
As the opposition militarised, the regime consolidated external support against
what it saw as an existential threat, which only further bolstered the backing of
Syria’s main allies (Phillips, 2016).

These four characteristics mean that militarisation was very likely, if not in-
evitable. The argument that the regime could have reformed itself and made
the right decisions under the leadership of one man (Lesch, 2013) is not cred-
ible in a longer historical perspective. Historical processes largely set post-2011
developments (Saouli, 2018; Mazur, 2021). Non-violent transition was almost
impossible, since the regime structures, which hindered political representa-
tion, could not be dismantled (Phillips, 2016; Van Dam, 2017; Balanche, 2018;
Hinnebusch, 2019). The nature of Syria’s regime and its tools to deal with a
national-level challenge to its authority additionally offered next to no alterna-
tive to violent repression (Mazur, 2021). Unlike Egypt and Tunisia, Syria fea-
tured critical characteristics that obstructed a non-violent transition of power
or any level of political opening and inclusion. The regime’s historical reliance
on security services mostly drawn from members of a minority religious com-
munity, the lower institutionalisation and professionalisation of the army, and
an economic and political elite organically tied to regime survival was designed
to protect the regime from military coups while keeping the mobilisation of key
groups (Balanche, 2014b; Hokayem, 2017: 50). Although foreign support for the
regime and later for various opposition groups ultimately bolstered violence on
both sides, the regime’s historical construction made violence the most likely op-
tion from the beginning.

Repression was brutal. The simultaneous uprisings of its population in dif-
ferent cities and regions caught the regime unprepared. Regime forces besieged
rebellious cities, starting from Daraa in April and Baniyas and Homs in the
next few months. Soldiers, snipers, and tanks fired at the demonstrators to
quell popular protests and dissuade potential protestors, relying on its most
loyal troops. The regime additionally gave free rein to unruly thugs connected
to the regime, the infamous shabiha (literally “ghosts”), to brutalise popular
neighbourhoods and sustain the repression of the protests (Lund, 2015a).
Thousands of civilians disappeared in jail, where torture and executions were
rampant, at an industrial scale. The deaths of thousands of them would only be
announced in the next few years, officially as cardiac arrests (Barnard, 2019).
During the first six months of the conflict, the opposition initiated only lim-
ited violence, with the main case being in the northwest city Jisr al-Shughur,
where demonstrators seized weapons from a police station and clashed with
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the security forces.*® At least 2,000 death and more than 10,000 arrests were re-
ported by summer 2011.

Despite the emergence of local coordination networks inside Syria, a credible
opposition movement was initially unable to consolidate due to the absence of
territorial control. As a result, the organised Syrian opposition set up in exile
in Istanbul. In April 2011, a conference was held in Istanbul, followed by nu-
merous meetings that paved the way for the emergence of the Syrian National
Council (al-Majlis al-Watani al-Suri) in August 2011. It became the National
Coalition for Syrian and Revolutionary and Opposition Forces (al-T'tilaf al-
Watani) in November 2012, which in turn formed the Interim Government in
2013. However, despite these efforts, the external opposition was plagued by nu-
merous divergences of views, power contests for leadership, and limited local
anchorage, which prevented them from shaping ongoing developments on the
ground, especially as the uprising militarised. Their impact on the conflict was
limited due to their inability to effectively coordinate with local actors and gain
legitimacy among the Syrian population.

In response to the violent crackdown, locals began gathering weapons they
either possessed or obtained through smuggling networks to protect themselves
during demonstrations. Civilians sought to dissuade the security forces and, in
some cases, shot back when attacked. Others organised low-scale armed attacks
against army checkpoints, barracks, or convoys circulating in rural areas, which
often gave them access to additional small arms and explosives.*! These attacks
were particularly common in rural areas where policing was more difficult,
and the regime’s presence was historically lower, allowing early armed groups
to conceal themselves more easily. Occasionally, these attacks targeted specific
individuals associated with repression. During the first months of the conflict,
these armed attacks were not sophisticated. Their level of sophistication only
grew over the next few months as the conflict continued, larger armed groups
consolidated, and veterans of previous jihad came to Syria to help the nascent in-
surgency.*? During the first year of conflict, however, the majority of the opposi-
tion remained non-violent, and armed resistance primarily emerged in response
to the violent regime crackdown.

The characteristics of the regime also explain the organisational features of the
armed opposition, especially its localism.** The weakness of civil society and the
regime’s indiscriminate repression drove early armed gatherings to rely on local
social networks, including friends, acquaintances, and neighbourhoods, for
structure and support. As a result, the armed groups that emerged during the first
phase of the conflict were deeply embedded in their local communities, relying
on these networks to build trust and gain support, as in other conflicts(Lewis,
2020). These local characteristics help explain the proliferation of hundreds
of armed groups throughout the country between 2011 and 2012. Significant
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coordination and cooperation between these groups only emerged once they
gained control of larger territories and received foreign support.

The emergence of the Free Syrian Army (FSA) in July 2011 did not funda-
mentally alter the dynamics of the conflict. The nature of the regime’s repression
and its legitimisation of violence shaped the formation of local factions that were
deeply embedded in their communities. Some of these factions were composed
of just a few dozen members recruited from among friends and neighbours,
while others were manned by army dissidents. The label “Free Syrian Army”
primarily intended to provide a unified political cover both inside and outside
of Syria, as an organised opposition to the regime. The establishment of a uni-
fied organisational structure on paper reinforced the credibility of the opposi-
tion and sought to present a national alternative beyond their inherent localism.
Although the Free Syrian Army quickly affiliated itself with the external opposi-
tion, direct command and control was more virtual than real. Violent networks
emerged in parallel with non-violent protest movements, gradually intersecting
with them as territories fell under their control (Donker, 2019).

Mobilising a Network of Islamist Entrepreneurs

Regime repression positioned Islamist activists at the forefront of mobilisation,
as prominent entrepreneurs of the armed opposition. The non-discriminatory
nature of state policies galvanised and united the latent Islamist social movement
despite previous divergences of views. The severe suppression of the non-violent
uprising decreased the significance of previous ideological debates. In contrast
to countries like Egypt, where Salafis participated in the political process re-
gardless of their pre-2011 positions on democracy (e.g., Drevon, 2015), state re-
pression in Syria rallied them around the legitimisation of violence against the
regime. Being closer to the Jihadi trend or the students of the creed became irrel-
evant once the uprising militarised in reaction to repression.** Notwithstanding
previous political standpoints, Islamists who shared similar worldviews and
ideological tenets sought to connect and create insurrectionary projects, even
if they were only loosely connected beforehand. Their efforts contributed to the
re-activation of the Syrian Islamist social movement and its partial transforma-
tion into a radical milieu, defined as the local environment that “shares [armed
groups’] perspective and objectives, approves of certain forms of violence, and
(to some extent) supports the violent group morally and logistically” (Malthaner
& Waldmann, 2014: 979). The radical milieu is often associated with Islamists’
conception of their popular incubator (hadina sha‘biyya).

After violence escalated, particularly in northwest Syria, Islamist groups
quickly expressed their commitment to the removal of the regime rather than its
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reform. As in non-Islamist conflicts, individuals” pre-existing identity and their
need for action drives insurgent mobilisation (Bosi & O Dochartaigh, 2018).
While Islamist actors aimed to protect their local communities from regime
forces like non-Islamist actors, they also saw the new uprising as an opportu-
nity to achieve long-standing strategic objectives of regime change and seek re-
venge for their earlier defeats in the 1980s. Khaled Abu Anas, the main founder
of Ahrar al-Sham, elaborated on this point, stating that:

We started one week before the revolution. Some of the youths were discussing
the issue. We wanted to prepare militarily from the beginning. We did not want
to participate in the non violent demonstrations so that we would not appear
in public and be used as an excuse to justify repression by the regime. It was ex-
tremely difficult not to participate in these early developments and not to take
the streets publicly. But we needed to travel to different cities and remain com-
mitted to secrecy. Then, I went to Saudi Arabia and we spoke about the next
step with others. We agreed about our general guidelines. There was a good
experiment in Libya and we were inspired by that.

It does not mean that all the Islamists embraced violence or that they were the
only ones to do so. The Muslim Brotherhood, whose local infrastructures had
been decimated by the previous military attempt to challenge the regime, was
particularly hesitant and divided (Lefevre, 2014,2017; Conduit, 2019: 199-221).
The organisation officially tried to dissuade the demonstrators from resorting
to violence, as it favoured the coordination of small demonstrations that would
quickly appear, dissolve, and be publicised in the media. Most of the group’s ini-
tial support therefore focused on the provision of limited logistic support inside
Syria in addition to the external coordination of the Syrian opposition abroad.
Only a limited number of individual initiatives supported the militarisation of
the uprising. According to a member of the Brotherhood political office, Samir
Abu Laban:

When the uprising started, we wanted the demonstrators to wait for six months.
We wanted to see where the Arab revolutions were heading and thought
that we should not join from the beginning. Then, we started to give local
demonstrators what they needed in terms of resources, including cameras,
money, phone numbers, etc. But we also warned them to calm down and not
to resort to violence. Using weapons would make them lose control over the
events.

The former head of the Syrian Muslim Brotherhood, Ali Sadreddine Al-
Bayanuni (2018), confirmed that:
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When the revolution started, the Muslim Brotherhood was sympathetic. But
we evaluated that the regime would not surrender power easily. It could destroy
all of Syria, all its cities. So the Brotherhood was very conservative in the begin-
ning. Then, when the revolution spread throughout the country, it had to stand
by it. Even when armed actions started, there was strong pressure from our
popular bases to form our own revolutionary faction to fight. But as the Muslim
Brotherhood, we decided not to form our own faction and to support other
groups instead. Our members could simply join them.

But militarisation did not involve only Islamist actors. Many local groups
embraced violence regardless of their political or ideological leaning. Although
the regime blamed “radical” Islamists and foreign countries for the uprising, its
repression was largely indiscriminate. The brutal suppression of non-violent
protests by an unyielding regime influenced many non-Islamists to consider
resorting to violence. Local groups of friends, neighbours, and families collec-
tively deliberated about the next steps. The militarisation of the uprising served
various objectives: to protect the demonstrations, dissuade the security forces,
and confront regime forces (Baczko, Dorronsoro & Quesney, 2018: 94-95). The
joining of many conscript soldiers who deserted the army and fled to the coun-
tryside seeking refuge and escaping forced conscription and individual fears re-
inforced the militarisation of the opposition (Albrecht & Joehler, 2017). Armed
militants did not necessarily believe that they could topple the regime through
violence, but the Western military support for the Libyan uprising influenced
many proponents of violence who believed that a regional or international inter-
vention could tilt the balance of power inside Syria.

The indiscriminate nature of repression explains the large diversity of
armed groups created from 2011 onward. It also contextualises the similarity
of their modes of organisation. The localism of nearly all the groups and the
nature of their underpinning networks were largely determined by the nature
of the legitimisation of violence. The early survival of armed groups depended
on protecting information and preventing leaks to government forces, which
explains the centrality of kinship networks and ethnically or religiously homo-
geneous areas (Lewis, 2017). Therefore, the vast majority of the early military
units, both Islamist and non-Islamist, began locally in small groups of close
friends, families, and acquaintances who gathered primitive weapons and some
financial resources to attack regime forces. Given the level of trust required for
armed mobilization, coordination was more likely to occur at a very local level
than across different localities. While high levels of grievances contextualise the
appearance of many groups willing to confront the regime, they usually only
manage to unite when overlapping social networks can bring them together
(Mosinger, 2018).
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One of the main differences between Islamists and non-Islamists was the
former’s reliance on pre-existing social networks.*> The Assad regime had long
discouraged public criticism and undermined societal trust, making collabora-
tion difficult prior to the uprising in 2011 (Wedeen, 2015, 2019; Ismail, 2018).
The Islamists were comparatively better positioned due to their pre-existing
and loosely connected social networks, which had been mobilised in the past.
This allowed for easier coordination between different Islamist military units,
especially in northwest Syria, as overlapping social networks enabled them to
reach out to each other and form common fronts (Mosinger, 2018). The pres-
ence of influential rebel leaders with international experience was also pivotal
for securing foreign support (Huang, Silverman, & Acosta, 2022). In contrast,
non-Islamists and army defectors were more likely to be divided along urban-
rural lines, family or neighbourhood rivalries, and other issues that are more
salient in high-risk activities. Salafis, Islamist activists, and other religiously con-
servative Muslims were comparatively more interconnected through diverse so-
cial networks united by their antagonism to the regime and shared worldviews.
The re-activation of the Islamist social movement provided a shared platform
that facilitated early interactions between its components and eased concerns of
betrayal, since members already knew each other’s backgrounds and reputations
prior to 2011. This was particularly important, as shared religious values can
reinforce mutual trust in both violent (Ahmad, 2017) and non-violent contexts
(Livny, 2020). Conservative families that shared some of their views also joined
them, further facilitating initial coordination. As the founder of a local brigade
that quickly affiliated with Ahrar al-Sham pointed out:

All the groups started similarly around some local guy to whom people had
loyalty. People who knew one another. I started to buy weapons in April 2011 to
prepare early military work. I started to arm the youths around me. We asked
money to merchants to gather weapons and financial resources. The early days
of the revolution saw the creation of the first brigades later affiliated with Ahrar
al-Sham with a clear Islamic identity.

Locally, non-Islamists express their frustration, retrospectively, at being un-
able to compete with the Islamists. The leader of a local faction that quickly affili-
ated with the Free Syrian Army in northwest Syria lamented that:

The Islamists had a popular incubator (hadina sha‘biyya) locally. They had
influence in Aleppo, Hama, Homs, and Idlib. Even in my village there were
families linked to the events of the 1980s [when Islamists and the Muslim
Brotherhood fought the regime]. They hated the regime. We knew these
families, and saw them opening the door to the Islamists. Some of them even
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received support from Libyan armed groups, some of whom came here to sup-
port the beginning of the uprising.

Another local military leader of a group affiliated to the Free Syrian Army sim-
ilarly recognised that:

The Islamists had a different vision. I come from the army and can only think of
military issues: how to take over a checkpoint, use an array of weapons, prepare
a battle, etc. But the Islamists had a more encompassing view and were better
at organising themselves. While we were focusing on local battles, they were
preparing for what’s next.

Militarisation nonetheless remained initially limited. The non-violent
wave of protests during the early months of the uprising persisted and was not
overshadowed by the armed resistance to the regime. Many individuals who
would later play a significant role in the armed opposition initially continued
to participate in the demonstrations. The emergence of the armed opposition
occurred simultaneously with the wider protest movement, rather than in op-
position to it (Donker, 2019). Although some core leaders of Ahrar al-Sham
chose not to participate in the demonstrations and instead focused on mili-
tary preparations, others initially supported non-violent protests but were later
convinced that violence was the only way to achieve political change in Syria.
Preparations for a broader armed confrontation were already underway, though
they remained relatively limited in scale. These developments were significant
in shaping the early infrastructure of Ahrar al-Sham, which was centred on sev-
eral core groups situated in northwest Syria that would later be able to mobilise
on a larger scale once violence became the dominant strategy of the opposition
movement.

Northwest Syria was uniquely situated with its border adjacent to Turkey,
which is critical to gather the foreign support that underpins the sustainability
of any armed opposition (Salehyan, 2007). In contrast to other Syrian regions
quickly besieged by regime forces, northwest Syria remained open to foreign
supporters since early in the uprising. The continuous access to Turkey allowed
early armed groups from the region to maintain ties with their families and
acquaintances abroad, and to gather rudimentary support during the first few
months of the uprising. This support was largely structured around personal
networks, as local Syrians whose family members were studying or working
abroad gathered limited financial assistance to procure basic weapons in prepa-
ration for the war. This early support was instrumental in laying the foundation
for the eventual emergence of larger and more coordinated armed groups in the
region.
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The Emergence of the Brigades that Formed Ahrar al-Sham

Ahrar al-Sham became the most successful Islamist group during the early
stages of the uprising. The nature of its early coordinating mechanisms gave it
an advantage over the numerous other armed groups that appeared at the same
time, including those with similar ideologies. These distinctive features not only
propelled Ahrar al-Sham to the forefront of the conflict, but also played a signifi-
cant role in shaping the group’s political stance throughout the war.

In the early stages of the uprising in northwest Syria, interconnection be-
tween activist networks facilitated their rapprochement. The necessity to face
repression drew the activists and other Islamists closer regardless of pre-2011
differences of views. Even Saudi Salafi religious leaders, who had previously op-
posed violence in the Muslim world, embraced jihad in Syria due to the new
circumstances (Wehrey, 2012; Ismail, 2021). Local Islamists began to gather
resources independently from business entrepreneurs and local contacts, with
the aim of acquiring weapons for the small military cells that they had formed.
They also held meetings to strategise before the full militarisation of the con-
flict. The local brigades that eventually formed the nucleus of Ahrar al-Sham
brigades (Kata'ib Ahrar al-Sham) mobilised before the official existence of the
Free Syrian Army (FSA) in July 2011. Abu Abd al-Rahman al-Suri recalled this
period, stating that:

We had a lot of meetings with other individuals who also created their own
small groups. We wanted to coordinate our work and know one another better.
I met Khaled Abu Anas, who created a brigade in Saraqib, through common
friends. We discussed the revolution in general terms. We quickly realised that
we were close in terms of ideas so we decided to continue our work together.
He was closer to the Salafi Jihadi trend and I was closer to the scholastic (‘ilmi)
tendency but we had good prospects together. We wanted something Islamic in
terms for the general direction of our movement.

Ahrar al-Sham owes its early success to the decentralised multi-network
structure of the groups associated with the latent Islamist social movement that
started to congregate. These groups were interconnected through various so-
cial networks, including student organisations, religious circles, activists, and
Jihadi militants. This interconnectivity facilitated the mobilisation of a large
number of individuals with access to financial resources and/or experience in
warfare. In contrast, small local armed groups faced significant organisational
and military challenges due to their lack of experience in conflict. The multiple
ties to other activists and Jihadis provided a unique strength to the nucleus that
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formed Ahrar al-Sham. The group’s early members coordinated their efforts in
Syria, Turkey, and the Gulf. Some individuals had past experience in jihads, in-
cluding in Iraq in the 2000s, which provided them with valuable knowledge and
skills in armed struggle, including in manufacturing explosives.*® As discussed
in chapter 5, this experience also contributed to the group’s early ideological
development.

Ahrar al-Sham’s creation preceded the liberation of prisoners by the Syrian
regime from mid-2011 onwards. A common argument states that Islamist armed
groups, including Ahrar al-Sham, were the direct outcome of the liberation of
prisoners convicted for their association with the Jihadi trend or support for
jihad in Iraq (Abazeid & Pierret, 2018: 67). A cynical explanation is that the re-
gime wanted to tarnish the popular uprising and contribute to its militarisation
(Lister, 2015b: 53-55; Dagher, 2019: 253). It would then be easier to legitimise
repression as a fight against “Islamist extremism” and al-Qaeda. But Ahrar al-
Sham started to coalesce before prisoners’ liberation. Most early members deny
the centrality of pre-2011 prison network in stimulating the group’s quick ex-
pansion between 2011 and 2012, since most early cells were not associated with
prison networks. However, the release of Islamist prisoners from Saydnayya
prison did reinforce pre-existing dynamics on the ground. The prisoners often
had connections with Islamists preparing for the armed opposition outside of
prison. Upon their release, they were able to bolster the mobilisation of early
Ahrar al-Sham cells by contributing their own connections and experience.

The characteristics of prison networks were indeed congruent with the
proprieties of the activist networks and the Islamist social movement. Prisoners
had often known one another for years, having been collectively socialised
and sharing similar views and experiences.*” When they returned to their
hometowns throughout Syria, it was not difficult to contact one another based
on prison affinity. The widespread and loosely connected prison ties facilitated
contacts and coordination through wide geographic areas. The prisoners jailed
for their support of the Iraqi insurgency in the 2000s were often acquainted with
contacts willing to mobilise for a new jihad in Syria.

These interconnected networks facilitated the interactions between pre-
existing military units and newly liberated prisoners. Two prominent leaders
of Ahrar al-Sham were connected through shared contacts when they officially
formed the group. Khaled Abu Anas from Saraqib met Hassan Abud, who was
recently freed from prison. They discussed a military union against the regime
from their respective localities. Abu Anas lead the group’s military units around
Saraqib, while Hassan Abud was responsible for northern Hama and the Ghab
province. Abud was already a well-respected figure whose reputation was well-
known among northwest Islamists. Abu Anas wanted him to lead the group,
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which he accepted despite his initial reluctance. They officially formed the Ahrar
al-Sham Brigades (Kata'ib Ahrar al-Sham). Abu Anas recalled that:

I met Abul-Kheir,* Abu Ayman al-Ghab and others who had a group around
Aleppo. We wanted to name a general amir for the group. Abu Nuran from
Saydnayya proposed the name of Hassan Abud, who was both well known and
trustworthy. Hassan said he was not ready and could not do it. We sent other
youths to convince him since we wanted somebody known. I told him to lead in
the Ghab plains while I lead the remaining group. Then after a few months we
could reassess. We wanted to prepare something new for the Muslim commu-
nity (umma), something that would be different from both al-Qaeda and the
Muslim Brotherhood.

Ahrar al-Sham’s decentralised organisational structure was a key factor in its
resilience. By operating across multiple geographic areas and core military units,
the group was less vulnerable to regime repression. Even if some of the group’s
sub-units were destroyed or certain areas were reoccupied by the regime, Ahrar
al-Sham as a whole was unlikely to be completely obliterated, as might have been
the case with factions rooted in a single locality. This decentralised approach
allowed Ahrar al-Sham to maintain a certain level of autonomy and flexibility,
with each sub-unit having its own leaders and decision-making processes. This
not only helped to protect the group from regime attacks but also made it more
agile and able to respond quickly to changing circumstances. The decentralised
structure allowed Ahrar al-Sham to draw on a diverse pool of resources and ex-
pertise from different regions, which helped strengthen the group’s overall ca-
pacity. This stands in contrast to factions that were located in one geographic
area only or those that relied heavily on a single source of support or leadership.

Ahrar al-Sham’s early reliance on decentralised social networks influenced its
organisational development and provided a strong foundation for its future suc-
cess. Recognising the weaknesses of other Jihadi groups in institutional work,
Ahrar al-Sham’s initial leaders made a conscious effort to establish a more cohe-
sive and consensus-driven decision-making process from the group’s inception.
The group’s reliance on a decentralised network of supporters across multiple
geographic areas and localities informed and sustained this choice. Unlike other
armed groups centred on a few local strongmen, Ahrar al-Sham’s decentralised
structure required a stronger internal consensus to maintain cohesion. To ensure
that all sub-groups were represented and shared power equally, Ahrar al-Sham’s
first consultative council (majlis al-shura) was composed of representatives
from each sub-group who made strategic decisions by majority vote. This ap-
proach allowed Ahrar al-Sham to become a more attractive alternative to armed
groups formed by local strongmen, which were often unable to share power and
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resources effectively.*” While the group was not yet fully institutionalised, its
early days set the stage for a resilient and adaptable organisation. Another early
founder hence insisted that:

We discussed the formation of one bloc. We would consult each other and
continue to organise meetings to attract others. We all wanted to work in con-
sensus. A general meeting with 7 or 8 people was organised in Abul-Kheir’s
house to design a general plan. We wanted to be popular, not closed on our-
selves, open, and not limited to a particular geographic area. We would be open
to new people and call everybody to join in.

Ahrar al-Sham’s structuring networks shaped its early ideological views.
According to Husam Tarsha, a head of international relations for Ahrar al-
Sham, the group initially consisted of individuals who either (1) had left the
ideas promoted by al-Qaeda views early on, like Hassan Abud, (2) were asso-
ciated with the Jihadi trend but aimed to correct the excesses committed by
al-Qaeda, like Khaled Abu Anas, or (3) had experience in various places of
jihad, like Iyad al-Sha‘ar, who was previously close to the so-called godfather
of the Jihadi movement, Abdullah Azzam (Tarsha, 2018). This combination of
various trends alongside local Syrian Salafis structured Ahrar al-Sham around
a political project that combined jihad with reform. Previous ideological
differences between activists, scholars, and Jihadi Salafis dissipated in favour of
a more mainstream Islamist sensibility still associated with the Salafi approach
to Islam.

Each sub-group of Ahrar al-Sham initially conducted independent armed
attacks while taking collective responsibility on behalf of the group. These sub-
groups maintained their ties with other social networks that engaged in various
activities unrelated to Ahrar al-Sham. Some of them were integrated into local
military councils and alliances, such as Liwa al-Tawheed in Idlib city, which
regrouped local Islamist military units. They also participated in the establish-
ment of independent courts of justice after the withdrawal of regime forces.
This arrangement allowed Ahrar al-Sham to maintain its local embeddedness
throughout the areas that were controlled by the armed opposition forces in
northwest Syria without contradicting their affiliation to Ahrar al-Sham. For ex-
ample, Abu Abd al-Rahman al-Suriled alocal court of justice and explained that:

We were carrying out our work independently because of geographic
differences. But we could still conduct additional work on our own. For in-
stance I created an independent court of justice in Idlib that was not linked to
Ahrar al-Sham. I was also in Liwa al-Tawheed in Idlib, which included all the
local Islamist groups.
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Ahrar al-Sham’s unique organisational structures challenge the common no-
tion that Islamist groups only succeeded with foreign, often Gulf-based, assis-
tance. The group was an early riser into the Syrian conflict, with ties to multiple
networks outside of Syria that facilitated individual and state-supported assis-
tance from a wide range of supporters, including families and friends residing
abroad, mainstream Islamists, Gulf-based activists (Pierret, 2016), and even dis-
illusioned Jihadi supporters who were disappointed with al-Qaeda’s direction.
These networks of support, along with regional developments in the Middle
East that had given Islamist militant networks the upper hand for over two
decades, gave Ahrar al-Sham a strategic advantage over other groups. Moreover,
the group’s wider networks of support acted as a self-perpetuating advantage.
Foreign supporters, including states, were more willing to provide assistance to a
group that was already known and successful. As state support for the opposition
grew in the following years, Ahrar al-Sham emerged as a credible and effective
group on the ground, reinforcing its already established position.

Ahrar al-Sham’s unique configuration also contributed to its appeal for un-
affiliated military units. By incorporating new brigades into its organisational
structures able to coordinate the war effort across Syria, even with limited
contacts in other regions,*® the group provided a recognisable, successful, and
enticing umbrella. Unlike local groups that were primarily based in one loca-
tion and often hesitant to share power, Ahrar al-Sham’s decentralised structures
were more receptive to the inclusion of new brigades.>! Additionally, the group’s
diverse social networks, which included student, local, regional, and interna-
tional networks, made it more accessible through various weak ties. Positioned
between the Free Syrian Army (FSA) and more radical groups, Ahrar al-Sham
attracted a wide range of groups from both ends of the spectrum, such as small
brigades formerly associated with the Free Syrian Army and more committed
Islamists. As a result, an increasing number of small groups, not necessarily
Salafi or Islamists, joined the group through their social networks. A member of
its political bureau reflected on this phenomenon, stating:

When the uprising happened in Tunisia, we started to congregate to think
about our next step in Syria. We discussed that in Damascus university where
I was based and organised a few small demonstrations. The answer was very
violent. Small groups therefore appeared everywhere with limited armament.
They started to get closer and ally to form something bigger. My group did not
join Ahrar al-Sham simply because of the group’s ideas. It was primarily be-
cause Ahrar al-Sham was more organised and had a clearer agenda. Others had
a poor reputation locally. We did not know everybody in Ahrar al-Sham but
people from our group knew some of their leaders from their time in prison
before, so it was easier.
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Abu Khaled, who would later head Ahrar al-Sham’s political bureau,
added that:

In the first phase, we were participating in demonstrations before joining Ahrar
al-Sham when it was just a brigade (katiba). It was in reality the first armed
brigade ever created, before the Free Syrian Army. Abu Abdullah al-Hamawi
[Hassan Abud], who was known from prison, played a prominent role. We
knew him through a common friend of the group. We were initially wondering
what to do next, and that was the best possibility. We trusted him and his
project.

The gradual strengthening of interactions between Ahrar al-Sham’s constit-
uent units fostered a growing sense of internal solidarity and a shared purpose.
As the conflict with the regime progressed, increased coordination became
necessary, as did the sharing of new war spoils. Initially, the group relied on a
system of coordination between local units that made strategic decisions by con-
sensus, but as cross-cell interactions became more frequent, a sense of belonging
to a single political project solidified. As one of Ahrar al-Sham’s early leaders
observed:

Initially, we carried out our military operations individually and claimed re-
sponsibility as Ahrar al-Sham. Then, Abu Abdullah [Hassan Abud] tried to
make it a real union. So when people in the Ghab plains got spoils of war, Abu
Abdullah decided to spread them among Ahrar al-Sham’s units. That was the
real beginning of Ahrar al-Sham as a group. The discourse changed after that.
There were more exchanges. We could tell one another what we needed, and
people would give it. It made us an attractive alternative to others. That was
also the case vis-a-vis Jabhat al-Nusra. Jabhat al-Nusra was not widely known,
including its leadership. People were more apprehensive. On the other hand,
Ahrar al-Sham leaders were known in terms of histories, background, and
families. It was easier to solve issues between us.

The Early Geography of the Conflict

The non-violent uprising that began in Syria quickly spread throughout the
country, yet the geography of the conflict also hindered efforts to unite armed
opposition-held areas in the years that followed. The regime’s historical consoli-
dation did not merely inform its response to the popular uprising and the choice
to quash the protest with considerable violence. It also shaped the geography of
the conflict at country and city levels.>? These policies were historically designed
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to prevent internal dissent and protect core strategic interests, more than pro-
mote national integration and economic development per se. They were critical
once the armed conflict started. Long-term historical patterns of developments
affected the overall geography of the conflict—especially the disconnection
between opposition-held areas—by determining to a large extent the regime’s
short-term tactical choices.

The uprising of the Syrian population in urban and rural areas significantly
destabilised the regime. Within two years of the conflict, the regime lost control
over most of the country. The existence of complementary types of grievances,
from national-level grievances to local issues reflecting more narrow group-level
grievances—which stemmed from the nature of state-society relations before
the uprising (Mazur, 2021)—fuelled the growth of the protest movement. The
uprising galvanised large segments of the Syrian population, even though they
were not necessarily pursuing the same objectives. The Syrian conflict features
a predominantly political schism between the regime and the opposition, with
a myriad of smaller-scale issues intricately intertwined with this overarching
divide. These encompass a spectrum of local and social concerns that, by and
large, align with the broader political fault lines. As of mid-2013, Syria fractured,
as delineated in the following map that highlights the intricate web of fronts
separating opposition groups from the regime (see figure 2.1) . This fragmenta-
tion underscores the erosion of the regime’s authority over significant swaths of
the country, which contributed to its growing dependence on external military
forces, notably non-state armed groups hailing from Lebanon and Iraq.

The protest movement in Syria’s major cities gained momentum as weekly
demonstrations drew increasing numbers of supporters. The sectarian makeup
of the regime’s security apparatus limited its ability to suppress the protests. The
regime lacked enough reliable troops to quell the unrest across the entire country,
and in some areas, repression only encouraged further violent mobilisation by
severing local intermediary structures that channeled grievances (Mazur, 2021).
To address this challenge, the authorities decided to prioritise certain areas,
which were later referred to as “useful Syria” after the regime resorted to milita-
rization and repression to maintain control (Qutrib, 2016). Despite the regime’s
insistence that every inch of the country was a red line, Assad acknowledged in
2015 that territorial control over specific regions was necessary for regime sur-
vival, given the shortage of manpower to confront the opposition throughout the
country (Samaan & Barnard, 2015).

The regime’s strategic interests were centred on the cities, territories, and
communication routes linking Damascus to the central region and the Alawi
stronghold in the coastal areas near Latakia. Despite the Alawi heartland’s
weak integration into the Syrian state (Balanche, 2006a), maintaining ties to
Damascus was critical to preserving the regime’s structural backbone. Syria’s
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Situation in Syria

mid-june 2013

[l syrian Government and allies control
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Figure 2.1 Territorial control in 2013

https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Situation_in_Syria_(June_2013).svg

Russian ally shared this priority, as evidenced by its emphasis on the Tartus naval
base, which provides strategic access to the Mediterranean Sea, complemented
by the Hmeimim air base constructed during the war. These areas are home to
most of Syria’s urban population, including the economic elite. Despite opposi-
tion forces occupying the majority of Syria’s territory by 2013, they never man-
aged to seize the regime’s strategic backbone. The regime’s military priorities
were therefore focused on preserving these areas, even as the opposition gained
ground elsewhere in the country.

The need to maintain Syria’s structural integrity informed the regime’s military
priorities. As the opposition gained control of parts of Syria’s countryside, regime
forces focused on securing the primary communication routes between Latakia
and Damascus, especially around Homs. Certain areas near Damascus were par-
ticularly concerning, as they could potentially isolate the city from the rest of
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Syria. To address this threat, the regime initially concentrated its efforts on a few
key areas, including the Badiya, Daraya, Madaya, Zabadani, and the periphery
of Homs. Regime forces were especially wary of the strategic link between Homs
and Lebanon, which could provide support to local armed groups and create
strategic depth. Only the eastern side of Damascus, in the Ghouta, remained out-
side of regime control until 2018. The regime also employed a strategy of local
accommodation in Druze areas of Suweida to neutralise religious minorities and
prevent them from siding with the opposition (Hokayem, 2017: 55).

Syria’s cities faced varying challenges during the uprising, depending on their
historical community structure and the regime’s control strategy. There are two
main patterns of city structure in Syria: mix-cities, where Sunni, Alawi, and po-
tentially Kurds coexist (e.g., Lattagiya, Banyas, and Homs), and cities that are
more internally cohesive but externally encircled by communities more closely
associated with the regime (Balanche, 2011, 2018). Aleppo features a hybrid pat-
tern of both internal divisions and external encirclement. Damascus and Aleppo
were relatively unaffected by the uprising compared to other Syrian cities, largely
due to the regime’s heavy presence and economic largesse before 2011 (in-
cluding tourism and economic liberalisation). The regime’s control prevented
mobilisation, which was mainly limited to the suburbs. The core centre of
Damascus was never directly threatened, while Aleppo—which is more closely
associated with the business elite—remained under regime control during the
war except for the more informal eastern districts, which were controlled by the
opposition from July 2012 to the end of 2016. This division showed that local
divisions were not only political but also socio-economic. Hama, a historically
oppositional city to the Baath Party, remained under regime control throughout
the conflict. Although massive protests occurred in the beginning of 2011, the
city was never seized by the opposition.

But other cities in Syria experienced a different trajectory during the uprising
and embraced the revolution. Homs was its major epicentre. Armed groups
seized control of parts of the city early on, with Baab al-Amr neighbourhood
being a focal point. The regime responded with a harsh siege that lasted for
three years, from May 2011 to May 2014, before local armed groups were for-
cibly evacuated. Homs posed a significant threat to the regime due to its connec-
tion to northern Lebanon and its location near the highway linking Damascus to
Aleppo. Two other cities were also lost by the regime until now. The first city to
be controlled by the mainstream opposition, before their expulsion by ISIS/IS,
was the eastern city of Raqqa. The second city was the provincial city of Idlib in
the northwest, which remains in the hands of the mainstream armed opposition
in 2024.

The regime’s ability to maintain control over Syria’s central cities and struc-
tural backbone allowed the armed opposition to control territories only in the
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periphery of the country. It also prevented armed groups from controlling con-
tinuous geographical areas, as opposed to distinct and disconnected territories,
and hindered their ability to unite as a single body. This led to the development
of distinct armed groups that mostly existed in isolated parts of the country.
These features mean that issues such as the resort to foreign fighters and armed
groups’ connections to foreign states varied across regions.>® The territorial evo-
lution of the conflict by 2017 is illustrated in the following map, which shows
the consolidation of four main armed opposition strongholds: (1) the northwest,
(2) the east, (3) the Damascus periphery, and (4) the south, along with isolated
pockets, particularly around Homs (figure 2.2). With the exception of the
neighbourhoods situated in the periphery of Damascus, these areas maintained
external access to foreign supporters, which provided some level of strategic
depth to local armed groups. External support enabled them to maintain their

Situation in Syria
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Figure 2.2 The division of armed opposition-held areas by 2017
https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Situation_in_Syria_(September_2017).svg
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territorial hold by providing logistical support, access to new weaponry, and a
safe haven for some of their commanders and leaders, although the nature and
consequences of this external support varied overtime.

Northwest Syria was the first region to be largely controlled by armed opposi-
tion and the last region to remain outside of regime control. Local armed groups
seized control of its borders by mid-2012, paving the way for extensive external
support through Turkey. Northwest Syria was not strategically significant like
other regions. It is home to mostly Sunni Muslims that the regime neglected and
did not trust since the Baathist regime took over, especially after the wide region
stretching from Hama to the Turkish border rebelled against the authorities in
the late 1970s. The main threat to the regime was the region’s geographic prox-
imity to the Alawi stronghold in the coastal areas, but a natural barrier in the
form of a mountain range and limited communication axes hindered the armed
opposition’s expansion to this region.

Eastern Syria was the second major armed opposition stronghold, with the
city of Raqqa being the first provincial capital to fall under full armed opposition
control in 2013, when regime forces withdrew due to the armed opposition’s mil-
itary pressure. Eastern Syria is more rural and tribal than the strategic backbone
in the west, with a population of 3.5 million inhabitants before 2011 between the
governorates of Deir el-Zor, Hassaka, and Raqqa. The region’s northern border
with Turkey is home to most of Syria’s Kurdish population, which critically
shaped the armed opposition’s trajectory in the area and later informed Turkey’s
involvement. The strategic importance of eastern Syria lies mainly in the pres-
ence of oil and gas, which account for most of Syria’s production.

Apart from the periphery of Damascus, which directly threatened the cap-
ital city, the Daraa governorate in the south was the last region seized by armed
groups. The Syrian uprising began in this governorate, historically a strong-
hold of the Baath Party. The early development of the uprising in the region was
underpinned by the structure of these dense local social networks (Leenders,
2012). Throughout the phase of armed opposition control, the south remained
connected to Jordan, which imposed tight control over external support, in con-
trast to Turkey. Jordan feared a domestic backlash, which prevented the relatively
uncontrolled flow of foreign fighters witnessed in the north. Additionally, the
south’s local societal makeup was more cohesive than in the northwest, which
limited internal clashes between armed groups with only a few exceptions.

The armed opposition was confined to specific provinces throughout the en-
tirety of the conflict, with local dynamics influenced by each region’s unique his-
tory, geography, and regime policies shaping the type of armed opposition that
could emerge and consolidate. Although the presence of extensive front lines
with the regime presented a threat, due to a lack of sufficient manpower to simul-
taneously face the armed opposition throughout the country, these divergences
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also reinforced the internal diversity of the opposition and obstructed the crea-
tion of a strong nationwide alternative to the regime. However, geographic diver-
sity was not the only challenge faced by the Syrian opposition.

Comparing Armed Groups’ Specificities

During the first two years of the Syrian conflict, many armed groups emerged
alongside Ahrar al-Sham. However, most of these groups were short-lived and
only a limited number of entities survived.>* Many of these marginal military
units didn’t last more than a few weeks or months, and some didn’t even leave any
written evidence of their existence.’® To understand the development of Ahrar
al-Sham in comparison to the most notable armed opposition groups, this ret-
rospective analysis highlights specific and shared patterns of development with
the main other actors.*® By examining the choices of Ahrar al-Sham’s leaders in
light of the conflict’s constraints and opportunities, this comparison suggests
that Ahrar al-Sham was unique in featuring the most favourable characteristics
for organisational survival during the first phase of the conflict. Understanding
the processes of armed groups’ consolidation in armed conflicts is crucial to
show how militants, irrespective of their particular ideological leanings, en-
counter diverse choices that shape their trajectories over time (Hafez, Gabbay,
& Gade, 2021).

The dichotomy between arguably secular groups affiliated with the Free
Syrian Army and Islamists does not adequately capture the early days of the
plethora of armed groups that formed in Syria.’” Early armed groups differed
primarily in terms of their local embeddedness, geographic reach, and the type of
relationships between their sub-units. As most military units began locally, these
factors suggest that the most significant factor influencing the survival, consoli-
dation, or division was their comparative modes of organisation. Organisational
factors that facilitated coordination and integration across different localities
were critical to armed groups’ early trajectories. These factors largely shaped the
evolution of armed groups and their prospects of survival in the beginning of the
conflict. These factors were ultimately largely informed by the type of pre-war
networks on which armed groups’ early mobilisation relied upon, which also in-
formed their capacity to garner external support and establish connections with
supporters and, later, state sponsors, as argued by Gopal & Hodge (2021).

Several military units emerged under the Free Syrian Army label, which
gained prominence early on in the conflict. These insurgent organisations
formed for specific battles, often to defend or seize a city before moving else-
where. One of them, Liwa al-Tawheed, emerged during the battle of Aleppo in
the summer of 2012. It aggregated many small units that were established early
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on around villages, neighbourhoods, and groups of acquaintances. The group
synchronised their efforts to seize the city of Aleppo, but it did not rely on clear
pre-existing social networks. Liwa al-Tawheed did not survive the death of its
charismatic leader, Abdul Qader Saleh, in November 2013. Its sub-groups joined
other fronts and movements, illustrating the failure to create lasting institu-
tional structures beyond personal or sub-group loyalty. Another organisation,
Liwa Khalid ibn Walid, was formed in the Homs governorate by army deserters
starting in the summer of 2011 to defend the city of Homs during a siege imposed
by the regime. Parts of the Liwa were included in the al-Faruq Brigades (Kata’ib
al-Faruq) in the neighbourhood of Bab Amr, where the regime siege was partic-
ularly prominent, before expanding elsewhere. The third group, Ahfad al-Rasul,
expanded throughout Syria by aggregating many units composed of locals and
army deserters with some level of external support. Despite their successes, these
insurgents struggled to create lasting institutional structures beyond their imme-
diate fighting units, which limited their ability to provide a coherent alternative
to the regime.*

These groups’ main weakness was to outstretch quickly in absence of wide
supporting networks and shared ideological leanings. These organisations grew
too quickly and without building internal resilience, causing splits along personal
and local divides, followed by sub-units joining other groups as foreign support
diminished. Unlike Ahrar al-Sham, which consolidated its position by relying
on the Islamist social movement and ideological proximity, these large early
insurgents gathered primarily for military reasons without strong underpinning
networks. Loyalty remained based on sub-groups structured around particular
geographic areas or prominent individuals. As a result, they were unable to sur-
vive external rivalries between countries that started to support their favourite
factions.” Instead, they dissolved as organised groups and reconstituted them-
selves in other larger entities. These groups epitomise cases of “mismanaged
expansion that undermines social relationships and strains processes of sociali-
zation and control” when armed groups vie “to seize territory and bring in new
social blocs” to seize new places (Staniland, 2014: 41).

Only a small number of these groups managed to consolidate and maintain
relative cohesion throughout the entirety of the Syrian conflict. These groups
primarily remained in their hometowns and did not expand throughout Syria
like the groups that outstretched or like Ahrar al-Sham or Jabhat al-Nusra,
which allowed them to avoid overstretching and maintain their early geographic
strongholds. Their ideological leanings were unclear, but they often included
conservative Muslims and Islamists without well-defined ideological identities.
Unlike other groups, these local groups remained embedded within a relatively
narrow geographic area, with some expanding to other areas for a limited time
before shrinking back to their strongholds. Their regions were not reoccupied
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by the regime, allowing them to consolidate without facing the organisational
challenges associated with unchecked expansion. They brought together allied
families, clans, and local strongmen around a strong local identity, which helped
to maintain local anchorage over time. The most notable of these groups were
located in the Idlib province, as it remained under the control of the armed op-
position the longest. Although these groups were not necessarily dissociated
from the Islamist social movement, their local identities and embeddedness took
precedence over other affiliations.

Two out of three of these factions did, in a subsequent phase of the war, par-
tially integrate or ally with Ahrar al-Sham considering the nature of its strategy
of alliance in the region.®! These groups are the Nour al-Din al-Zinki movement
(Harakat Nur al-Din al-Zinki, Zinki Movement thereafter), Suqur al-Sham
(Alwiyya Suqur al-Sham), and Jaysh al-Tzza (the Army of Glory). They are all
based in northwest Syria. The Zinki Movement originated in the countryside of
Aleppo in late 2011 and played a significant role in the Battle of Aleppo. Despite
joining and leaving many cross-group alliances, including Ahrar al-Sham later
in the conflict, the Zinki Movement maintained its local embeddedness and
organisational cohesion throughout the entire conflict.> The group was ini-
tially a part of Liwa al-Tawheed before reasserting its independent existence. The
Zinki Movement emerged as a coalition of local brigades around a local leader,
which did not spread randomly but remained in contiguous areas to preserve its
internal cohesion. The group aimed to protect its local constituents by providing
basic social services and security and defending its members against external
attacks, which limited organisational dissension (Hussein, 2017g).

Suqur al-Sham is an armed group that emerged early in the conflict in the
Zawiyya mountains. It has had a fluctuating relationship with Ahrar al-Sham.
It was involved in the initial discussions for its creation but, although Suqur
al-Sham joined and left Ahrar al-Sham several times, it maintained its coher-
ence and independence as a distinct group over time. During the early stages
of the conflict, Suqur al-Sham expanded its presence in different parts of the
country, but eventually, it consolidated its territorial control in the Zawiyya
mountains only. Internal tensions over resources, such as foreign support and
war spoils, rather than purely ideological differences, contributed to some sub-
factions defecting to the Islamic State (IS) (Chivers, 2015).5% Over time, Suqur
al-Sham significantly declined in its size and influence, shifting from being one
of the largest opposition groups to a more localised entity centred on its original
strongholds. Ahrar al-Sham leaders attribute Suqur al-Sham’s limited integration
into their organization to factors such as the group’s strong local identity and is-
sues with its leadership.

The last faction remained more isolated during the conflict. Jaysh al-‘Izza was
formed in north Hama by army deserters from all of Syria in alliance with local
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residents.% The group historically gathered local brigades present in northern
Hama around Latamneh and Tamina around a defected officer, Jamil al-Saleh,
and army dissidents (Puxton, 2017). The group’s consolidation accompanied
its organisational evolution from Liwa Shuhada al-Tamina (the Legion of the
Martyrs of Tamina) to Tajamu’ Kata'ib wa Alwiya al-I'za (the Gathering of
the Brigades of Glory) in 2013 and Jaysh al-Izza (the Army of Glory) in 2015.
The group’s limited geographic expansion combined with the supervision
of army officers kept it closer to embeddedness with its local constituency
(Muhammad, 2019).

Ahrar al-Sham shares several features with another major Salafi armed group,
Jaysh al-Islam (the Army of Islam), despite several key differences. Jaysh al-
Islam, like Ahrar al-Sham, has roots in the Islamist social movement, but with
a more limited geographic focus on the Ghouta area near Damascus.®® A reli-
gious preacher, Zahran Alloush, formed the group by teaming up with fourteen
other individuals after his release from prison in mid-2011, mobilising pre-
2011 religious proselytisation (da‘wa) networks in Duma, Alloush’s hometown,
which initially hesitated to join the group and engage in violence but eventu-
ally gave it a distinct Salafi scholastic (‘ilmi) religious identity as they joined the
group.®® However, unlike Ahrar al-Sham, Jaysh al-Islam was based in a small,
besieged area, which hindered its coordination and interaction with other parts
of Syria. The group was also formed around its charismatic leader and lacked
the multifaceted leadership structure of Ahrar al-Sham. Despite real ideological
differences, some of its early units might have integrated with Ahrar al-Sham
had they been based in the northwest.®” Faylaq al-Rahman (the Mercy Corps), a
smaller group that emerged from the Zayd Sufi congregation, also shared Jaysh
al-Islam’s localism and pre-existing religious networks but did not become a
major actor in the conflict.

In contrast with other groups, Jabhat al-Nusra®® emerged from a pre-
existing armed group when a commander of the Islamic State in Iraq (ISI), Abu
Muhammad al-Jolani, and several of his associates moved from Iraq to Syria in
2012. Syrians active outside the country created the group, in contrast with Ahrar
al-Sham’s consolidation around local Islamists only sporadically supported by
activists from abroad. Al-Jolani proposed the formation of Jabhat al-Nusra to
IST as a project that would avoid repeating the mistakes of ISI in Iraq, given the
different nature of the Syrian jihad as a domestic struggle rather than a reaction
against foreign occupation (Atun, 2016a).%° In an interview conducted in Idlib,
al-Jolani argued that:

8

When the war started in Iraq in 2003, there was a strong popular sentiment in
the region against the U.S. invasion. Our thinking was simple at the time, and
we went to fight there. We were not as aware as we are today. We were later taken
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by surprise by the extreme ideology that emerged in prisons in Iraq, the culture
of extremism (ghulu). In 2011, when the Arab spring and the Syrian revolution
started, it was time to come back and join the struggle.”

Jabhat al-Nusra leaders also emphasised the negative impact of harsh gov-
ernance measures on the population in Iraq and sectarian warfare against
Shia Muslims, aligning with Ahrar al-Sham’s early criticisms of al-Qaeda. Abu
Maria al-Qahtani, the group’s first religious leader (mufti), specifically cited ex-
tremism (ghulu), indiscriminate killings, and excommunication as practices
that alienated supporters in Algeria and Iraq and caused internal divisions (Al-
Qahtani, n.d.). However, Jabhat al-Nusra still considered itself Salafi in religious
creed while rejecting accusations of indiscriminate excommunications (Jabhat
al-Nusra, n.d.). Another of the group’s highest religious authority, Sami al-
Uraydi, a close associate of Abu Muhammad al-Maqdisi, who left Jabhat al-Nusra
when the group renounced its ties to al-Qaeda, insisted that Jabhat al-Nusra was
Salafi yet willing to fight alongside all Syrian factions without excommunicating
the population (Uraydi, 2012).The group aligned with al-Qaeda leader Ayman
al-Zawabhiri’s guidelines for jihad in 2013, which emphasised collaboration with
other armed groups and minimizing civilian casualties but diverged on the issue
of foreign operations. While al-Zawahiri emphasised targeting the far enemy —
Western countries —, Jabhat al-Nusra insisted that it would not conduct foreign
operations.”! Abu Abdullah al-Shami, the group’s current main religious au-
thority, reflected on its early positioning, stating:

ISI [IS previous name] became very violent in Iraq from 2006 to 2011. Its
behaviour negatively impacted peoples’ perception. We opposed extreme vi-
olence. I oppose it in Islamic law but also in terms of political and popular
perceptions. In the beginning, we were linked to al-Qaeda through ISI but we
agreed with both of them that we would only be involved locally. Our only focus
was the Syrian revolution. We wanted to fight Bashar and his supporters, no-
body else. So when the non-violent demonstrations militarised, many people
who were in Iraq thought that they should do something in Syria as well. They
felt part of this movement. Jabhat al-Nusra was part of the revolution from the
beginning, although the group is not all the revolution. The problem is that we
were not treated as an outcome of a local process. We were seen as al-Qaeda.
But al-Qaeda has different faces. al-Qaeda in 2004 in Iraq is not like al-Qaeda in
2011 in Syria. And it is also not like al-Qaeda in 2001 in Afghanistan.

Compared to Ahrar al-Sham, which consolidated around decentralised local
brigades, Jabhat al-Nusra adopted a top-down approach to mobilisation. Early
group leaders initially gathered in Damascus before spreading throughout the
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country, using their pre-existing networks to recruit individuals and orchestrate
high-level bombings against regime forces.”? The group’s early members solicited
individual allegiances (baya) and personal recommendations (tazkiyya) in
a top-down process of mobilisation and ideological indoctrination. They also
coordinated with newly liberated prisoners, although most Islamist prisoners
joined other groups, according to former prison leaders.”® During the first phase
of the war, Jabhat al-Nusra’s spectacular armed attacks did not require mass
mobilisation.”* The group’s subsequent mobilisation only occurred in a rela-
tively controlled manner, including among Islamist activists. Although the group
remained relatively small in number during this phase, it had a notable military
impact. Abu Abdullah al-Shami elaborated on some of the differences between
Jabhat al-Nusra and Ahrar al-Sham:

In the beginning of the revolution, we knew people across the regions. For ex-
ample, we knew somebody in Hama who knew somebody from Deir al-Zur
who was close to us. We expanded on this basis. In contrast with Ahrar al-
Sham, though, we did not keep pre-existing factions intact. If you do that, you
can sanctify their regionalism. So we took people individually, trained them,
and usually sent them back to their regions. The process was more centralised.

In addition to primarily Syrian groups, foreigners also established small
brigades in the beginning of the conflict. These groups primarily formed in
north and northwest Syria thanks to its proximity with the border with Turkey,
although Jordanians reached the south of Syria and Lebanese militants the
province of Homs as well. The groups included contingents from an array of
countries, including Chechnya (Ajnad al-Kawkaz, Junud al-Sham), Central
Asia and China (Hizb al-Islami al-Turkistani, the Turkistan Islamic Party),
Gulf countries (Suqur al-‘1z), Libya (Kata’ib al-Muhajireen, Liwa al-Umma),
and Morocco (Harakat Sham al-Islam).”> Most of them enjoyed cordial rela-
tions with Ahrar al-Sham. Some of these groups had a well-defined identity and
objective before joining the conflict, while others were formed specifically for
it. One such group that pre-existed the Syrian conflict is the Turkistan Islamic
Party, which has its origins in the Islamic Movement of Oriental Turkistan
that was created in 1997 under the Taliban regime, to which it likely pledged
allegiance (Mantoux, 2017). The Turkistan Islamic Party (TIP) arrived in
Syria in 2012 and evolved into a formidable military force by 2015, according
to two of its leaders and military commanders.”® Although some groups
remained largely independent, others successfully integrated themselves
into particular localities and recruited Syrian locals as well. That was the case
with Kata'ib al-Muhajireen (the Brigades of the Immigrants), which became
Jaysh al-Muhajireen wal-Ansar (the Army of the Immigrants and the (local)
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Supporters), when it allied with local Syrians drawn from Jaysh Muhammad
and Usud al-Sunna. Some groups became famous for mobilising European
combatants, such as Majlis Shura al-Mujahideen created by the Absi brothers
in the north of Syria that was particularly prominent for recruiting many
Belgium, Dutch, and French citizens (Van Ostaeyen & Van Vlierden, 2017).7”
The foreign groups subsequently played an important role in the split between
Jabhat al-Nusra and ISI, when the latter aggregated most foreign brigades in its
ranks, as argued in the next chapter.”®

The militarisation of the uprising further marginalised the Muslim
Brotherhood, which was previously considered the main opposition to the re-
gime in Syria. Despite the group’s notable political role in exile, its organisational
structures were moribund inside Syria (Lefevre, 2013: 170-179; Diaz, 2017: 76—
103; Conduit, 2019: 134-152). The Brotherhood did not form its own faction
in Syria and mainly operated abroad, where the exiled opposition was trying to
establish a political alternative to the regime (Lund, 2013c).” Although some
individual initiatives, such as the Commission for the Protection of Civilians,
provided logistical support to military groups, the Brotherhood’s efforts lacked
organisation and success in co-opting other groups (Lefevre & El Yassir, 2014;
al-Musa, 2020). After September 2012, the Muslim Brotherhood provided as-
sistance to the Shields of the Revolution (Duru’ al-Thawra), but their military
coordination lacked efficiency and internal discipline. The Brotherhood was
perceived as an old organisation incapable of addressing the challenges faced by
the armed opposition, and many groups accepted its support without endorsing
its demands. In the case of Ahrar al-Sham, one early leader insisted that:

Individuals from the Muslim Brotherhood reached out to us as new territory
was liberated. They said that they could help us on condition. They wanted to
change the name of our groups and impose strict terms and conditions on our
actions. We refused it. If they wanted to help, they could do it for God, without
conditions. They tried many times, with all the factions.

The last category of armed groups, which evolved in parallel to the primarily
Sunni Arab groups,® is the dominant Kurdishroup. The Kurdish Democratic
Union Party established the YPG (People’s Protection Units) along the with-
drawal of regime forces from broad Kurdish areas (Caves, 2012; ICG, 2014;
Allsopp & van Wilgenburg, 2019). I do not examine this group in-depth consid-
ering that its organisational construction occurred independently from Sunni
Arab armed opposition groups, which are antagonistic to Kurdishclaims of au-
tonomy or potential claims of independence. The YPG is organically associated
with the Turkish-based PKK, from which many prominent leaders and cadres
stemmed when the Kurdish Democratic Union Party (PYD) emerged in Syria in
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2003. It adopts a similar ideology based on Abdullah Occalan’s ideas, although it
subsequently tried to downplay organisational ties to the mother organisation.

The accompanying table compares key features of several groups and their im-
pact on their early trajectories (table 2.1). These features include armed groups’
local embeddedness in Syrian communities, the presence of an Islamist agenda,
their territorial expansion, and whether they lost control of their localities to the
regime. These hypotheses synthesise important findings from existing research
in civil war studies and serve as alternative explanations to my argument on
armed groups’ underlying networks and institutionalisation.

This comparison highlights Ahrar al-Sham’s unique characteristics in com-
parison to other Syrian armed opposition groups. Ahrar al-Sham featured a hy-
brid pattern of development, which combined other groups’ essential features.
Its first military units benefited from the local embeddedness of factions that
emerged through a bottom-up process throughout Syria. However, unlike
factions that were only based in one main stronghold, Ahrar al-Sham emerged in
several places simultaneously in areas that were not besieged by the regime and
remained well-connected to foreign supporters. As a result, Ahrar al-Sham did
not rely on a single strong leader. The group’s embeddedness in activist networks
associated with the latent Islamist social movement, ideological proximity, and
gradual bottom-up consolidation allowed it to avoid over-stretching, which
led to the disappearance of other groups. Ahrar al-Sham’s cross-factional con-
solidation eventually distinguished it from Jabhat al-Nusra as well, which also
partially exploited shared prison and international supporting networks but
for a more elitist—and therefore limited—mobilisation. These complementary
characteristics have enabled Ahrar al-Sham to build internal cohesion based on
decentralised organizational structures united by core ideas.

Ahrar al-Sham Takes the Initiative

Ahrar al-Sham’s singular trajectory in the beginning of the conflict facilitated its
external institutionalisation with other actors as well. The group’s early charac-
teristics facilitated its expansion, the consolidation of shared ideas, and the es-
tablishment of preliminary organisational structures that contrasted with most
other groups’ reliance on a single geographic area, leader, or military necessity.
These features positioned Ahrar al-Sham at the forefront of numerous initiatives
proposed by armed groups inside Syria to lead the armed opposition by the end
of 2013. They underpinned the group’s attempts to institutionalise externally
with other actors despite real obstacles.

Ahrar al-Sham’s organisational configuration made it a critical broker of the
armed opposition in Syria. Its extensive ties to wide decentralised networks inside
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and outside Syria facilitated the flow of resources and people, and strengthened
its interconnection with a plurality of actors. Unlike the factions affiliated with
the Free Syrian Army, which quickly split and reconfigured due to their localism
and organisational inability to transform into a lasting national alternative, and
more elitist Jihadi groups like Jabhat al-Nusra, which initially did not attempt
to become an alternative to other groups, Ahrar al-Sham gradually became the
leading armed opposition group. Local gatherings and congregations of army
deserters lacked the same connections, while Jabhat al-Nusra remained focused
on covert military actions and abstained from proposing political initiatives.

To illustrate its attempts to institutionalise externally, Ahrar al-Sham estab-
lished its political bureau outside Syria early on. This move aimed to strengthen
its ties to external actors and develop new ideas.3! Ahrar al-Sham’s political
bureau would be critical in opposing a potential international designation as
a proscribed group in the following years (Tarsha, 2018).82 Recognising that
insurgencies cannot be won solely through military means, Ahrar al-Sham’s
leaders understood the importance of developing their political positions and
nurturing ties with other groups. They sought to present new proposals to unite
the opposition and expand their political understanding. Husam Tarsha, head of
Ahrar al-Sham’s international relations, recalled that:

The political branch of the group preceded the transformation of Ahrar al-
Sham from brigades to movement, when we unified with other groups. It was
an important step that allowed us to put our ideas together. When we created
a political office, the idea was to publicise who we are and what we stand for.
It aimed at presenting our movement abroad with accurate information re-
garding our positions. We suffered from misrepresentation and so it is impor-
tant to facilitate the representation of our movement abroad.

Ahrar al-Sham’s consolidation as a congregation of several armed brigades
influenced its approach to institutionalising ties with other armed groups as well.
The group’s trajectory led it to prioritise establishing larger fronts that could co-
ordinate the political positions and armed attacks of the main armed groups,
paving the way for a potential organisational integration. The scattered geog-
raphy of the conflict made a top-down approach unfeasible, where one armed
group could simply absorb all other factions throughout Syria. Instead, coor-
dinating with other factions on a relatively equal basis before creating shared
organisational structures was more suitable. Ahrar al-Sham initiated several
proposals to unite the opposition inside Syria through successive fronts that
could coordinate and unify the main armed groups operating in the country.
One of the first attempts was the creation of Syria’s Revolutionary Front (Jabhat
Thuwar Suria) in 2011,%* which gathered mostly Ahrar al-Sham and smaller
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Islamist groups active at the time (Lund, 2012: 39-41). Although this front did
not achieve its objectives, it was part of Ahrar al-Sham’s early learning curve.
The creation of fronts highlights two significant internal and external
challenges that affected many opposition groups, including Ahrar al-Sham, and
hindered their external institutionalisation efforts. The first internal challenge
relates to developing realistic political positions that group members can com-
prehend and agree upon. Members fighting on the front lines may hold more
radical political views than their leaders, because they may not fully appreciate
the necessity of political realism (Shapiro, 2013). According to Tarsha, the rela-
tive failure of the Syria’s Revolutionary Front helped Ahrar al-Sham realise that it
needed to be more responsive to the expectations of its sub-brigades and engage
in thorough consultations rather than imposing proposals from the top-down:

Our ideas were not always aligned with our popular support on the ground.
People loved the revolution and were very zealous. The leader has to evolve
alongside his soldiers but we were pushing for an ideological development that
was initially too quick. We needed to take the time for our supporters to evolve
alongside us. The second issue concerned other armed opposition groups.
Some of them wanted to capture the direction of the revolution and did not
endorse our move.

Khaled Abu Anas added that:

We created Syria’s Revolutionary Front in the beginning. I believed that it was
a good idea but it had some negative repercussions. I was more aware of how
things were perceived on the ground than the brothers outside Syria. They
announced many things on TV which could then be used against us inside.
Some brigades would stop supporting us and take distance. We could not do
that so we withdrew.

The second issue faced by opposition groups during the conflict was cross-
group differences. The diversity of the armed opposition posed a challenge
to the consolidation of fronts, as groups often had ideological divergences
or differences in administrative choices. For instance, after the creation of the
Syria’s Revolutionary Front, armed groups established the Syrian Islamic
Liberation Front, which brought together large Islamist-leaning factions such as
Suqur al-Sham, Kata’ib al-Farugq, Liwa al-Islam (later Jaysh al-Islam), and Liwa
al-Tawheed. Armed groups also held discussions to unite the Syrian Islamic
Liberation Front and Ahrar al-Sham-led Syria’s Revolutionary Front, given
their geographic and ideological proximity. However, these discussions failed
due to diverging views on the legitimacy of parliamentarian democracy, which



74 FROM JIHAD TO POLITICS

was supported only by the Syrian Islamic Liberation Front. As a result, Ahrar
al-Sham established the Syria Islamic Front (al-Jabha al-Islamiyya al-Suriyya)
to unite with smaller factions instead.®* According to Tarsha, the failure of the
union between the two fronts was due to the following:

We disagreed with other Islamists on the reference to democracy, as we wanted
to avoid a confusion between recognising people’s authority, which is in our
fundamental principles, and democracy as an ideology and frame of reference
that stems from the Western intellectual, political, and ideological traditions,
which we disagree with. We believe that Syrians can choose their leaders in the
system of the “people who loosen and bind” (ahl al-hal wal-aqd), which is part
of the Shura (consultative) system in Islam. However, mentioning democracy
from the beginning was an issue. Our priority is the liberation of the land, not
what comes after. Why present and impose that in the first place? There will be
a time for this after the liberation of the country. We instead wanted to bring all
the factions together. In addition, there were also other reasons that explain the
failure of the initiative, including that it was too quick, without a real structure
and internal regulations. It was just a media announcement while we sought to
sort out the details first and then move forward.

During this period, Ahrar al-Sham had a complex relationship with the local
population. While the group refrained from imposing harsh regulations asso-
ciated with the Islamic penal punishments (hudud) in the territories under its
control, it did contribute to the radicalisation of public discourse in Syria. Ahrar
al-Sham was among the actors that introduced an Islamist discourse that was not
prevalent at the start of the Syrian uprising, which fuelled the sectarianisation of
the conflict framed by pro-regime and pro-opposition actors alike.®> Ahrar al-
Sham leaders used the pejorative term nusairy to describe Alawis,? and believed
that in a post-Assad Syria, only (Sunni) Muslims could control the presidency
and main sovereign ministries.®” However, Ahrar al-Sham did develop a more
moderate discourse on minorities over time (Lund, 2013a: 22). For example, its
2013 charter (Ahrar al-Sham, 2013) called for respect for religious minorities
as an integral part of Syrian society. Nonetheless, Human Rights Watch (2013)
denounced Ahrar al-Sham for participating in an armed attack in which Alawi
civilians were killed, although this attack did not reflect the group’s general mil-
itary approach.

Ahrar al-Sham consolidated as the largest Syrian armed opposition group
by 2013, surpassing both more radical Islamist factions and mainstream Free
Syrian Army groups. What set Ahrar al-Sham apart was its ability to con-
solidate numerous military units under a single organisational umbrella,
which enabled it to spearhead multiple initiatives aimed at uniting the armed
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opposition, distinct from the mainstream Syrian groups based in Istanbul. This
internal institutionalisation and structural configuration enhanced its appeal
and attracted growing external support, including from regional states such as
Turkey and Qatar. Some of the group’s members’ pre-2011 ties in Qatar also
played a role in securing its backing, as argued in chapter 4. This self-reinforcing
dynamic gave Ahrar al-Sham a significant advantage over other groups in
leading the opposition against the Syrian regime.

Conclusion

In personal interviews, Ahrar al-Sham leaders and members often emphasise
that the group’s early successes were not due solely to its military prowess, but
also to its clear political views and objectives. They argue that this bolstered the
group’s credibility and attractiveness to Syrians seeking an alternative to the
Assad regime. Yet others argue that many Syrians joined Islamist armed groups
like Ahrar al-Sham because they were better resourced, better organised, and ac-
tive in key battles, and because these groups were more aligned with their values
(Mironova, 2019: 67-84). But they do not fully account for why Islamist groups
like Ahrar al-Sham were able to gain such prominence and support in the early
stages of the conflict.

The early success of Ahrar al-Sham in the Syrian armed opposition can largely
be attributed to its unique characteristics. In the absence of autonomous and
strong civil society, Ahrar al-Sham’s initial entrepreneurs created local mili-
tary units like most other armed groups. Ahrar al-Sham’s main peculiarity was
its early internal and external institutional trajectory. The group’s pre-2011 ac-
tivist networks and association with a largely latent social movement helped
to strengthen the ties between its constituent units and fostered trust and co-
operation. Building their group step by step, Ahrar al-Sham leaders avoided
over-stretching and instead developed real institutional capabilities through a
decentralised organisational structure based on consensual decision-making,
in contrast with the brigades that attracted substantial foreign support without
building real institutional capabilities and collapsed when external support
switched sides or ceased. This approach facilitated the integration of a large
number of individuals with previous experience in insurgency, which fostered
the group’s initial learning curve. Ahrar al-Sham’s trajectory also contributed to
the external institutionalisation of its ties to other groups through a succession
of alliances that marked its strategic approach to the unification of the oppo-
sition. Jabhat al-Nusra was comparatively much smaller initially, focusing on
planning spectacular armed operations that did not require large organisational
structures.
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Expanding the Rebellion

The characteristics of the Syrian regime before 2011 played a significant role in
the militarisation of the uprising and the localism of the armed opposition. But,
as the conflict intensified, armed groups had to transform from an irregular in-
surgency into more conventional forces.! They realised that remaining isolated
local military units would not be sufficient to confront the regime and provide a
viable alternative to the population. The need for larger, more organised and co-
ordinated groups was crucial to effectively challenge the regime. While smaller
brigades could only remain localised, larger groups were capable of consolidating
themselves and expanding to other regions. However, the enduring geographic
separation of armed opposition-held areas posed a significant challenge, as the
opposition failed to gain control over contiguous territory on a national scale.

The fragmentation of Syria, with armed groups controlling disconnected
areas, had a significant impact on the internal and external institutionalisation of
the armed opposition. Each region under its control featured unique character-
istics that shaped the emergence and survival of multiple groups during the early
phase of the conflict. These characteristics influenced the type of armed group
that could thrive in each area, as well as the nature of cross-factional interactions
and the stability of local orders. This chapter analyses the armed opposition
across Syria, with a particular focus on the northwest, and examines the key
factors that contributed to Ahrar al-Sham’s rise to dominance by 2014.

The Evolution of the Front Lines and Its Consequences

Armed opposition groups began to seize territory in irregularly scattered areas
of Syria in 2012. Local civilians loosely grouped together in a patchwork of
military units armed with limited weaponry seized these areas, reflecting the
regime’s inability to maintain control over these territories under popular pres-
sure. While most of the territories were located along Syrias borders with Iraq,
Jordan, Lebanon, and Turkey, locals also took over pockets in cities such as
Damascus, Homs—particularly in Rastan—and northern Hama. Borderlands
often connected populations situated on the other side of the border, providing
logistical support for the armed opposition. In the summer of 2012, a coalition
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of civilians, local military units, and more organised armed groups seized con-
trol of the border crossings of Baab al-Hawa and Baab al-Salama between Syria
and Turkey. Control over the border with Turkey was crucial for the armed
opposition’s sustainability and expansion in north and northwest Syria. The cap-
ture of the border controls in 2012 was a turning point for the Syrian armed op-
position, enabling it to achieve substantial victories by mid-2013 (figure 3.1).
The regime was ill-prepared to face simultaneous insurrectionary uprisings
in numerous areas of the country. While the army’s leadership and its most well-
equipped fighting units remained loyal to the regime for various reasons, including
the peculiarities of officers’ integration in Syrian cities (Khaddour, 2015),
conscripts and low-level officers began to desert and flee to rural areas under armed
groups. Others stayed in the army but were not considered loyal enough to be sent
effectively to the frontlines. Assad eventually recognised that the regime was spread

Situation in Syria
mid-August 2012
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Figure 3.1 Territorial control in mid-2012
https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Situation_in_Syria_(August_2012).svg
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too thin and had to prioritise certain territories, surrendering several regions to
the opposition due to limited manpower (Samaan & Barnard, 2015). This was es-
pecially the case in the Kurdish areas, which were transferred to the Kurdish YPG
as the regime withdrew its troops (ICG, 2014). Meanwhile, a coalition of armed
groups from northwest Syria moved towards the province of Raqqa in the east of
the country, capturing the regional capital city in March 2013. This was a significant
victory for the opposition, as it allowed them to establish a foothold in the east.

Victory breeds victory. Armed opposition groups gained an advantage by
capturing a significant amount of weapons from the regime’s stockpiles as they
captured military bases. As their military momentum picked up, they started
to receive more external support from countries aligned with the opposition.?
Adding to this, previously neglected rural areas that had suffered from drought
in the late part of the first decade of the 2000s began to shift towards insurrec-
tionary control from 2012 onwards. These dynamics further lengthened the
front lines with regime forces, which were difficult to man effectively. The losses
in the east were particularly significant, given the presence of oil resources and
the border with Iraq, which ultimately helped ISIS to expand in the region. By
2013, the armed opposition controlled nearly all of the border with Turkey and
Iraq, as well as large areas around Damascus.

The armed opposition’s territorial gains forced the regime to prioritise its con-
trol over “useful Syria” over the years. These areas include Damascus, Hama,
Homs, Aleppo’s wealthiest regions, and the Alawi heartland, encompassing most
of the population and strategic locations. The regime’s lengthy front lines and
limited manpower prevented it from confronting armed opposition groups
across the country. Some sources indicate that the regime had only 20,000 to
25,000 troops at its disposal, in addition to 100,000 irregular forces and 60 Shia
militias, comprising roughly 30,000 combatants (Lister, 2016a). These factors
forced the regime to rely heavily on local militias and foreign troops, primarily
non-state armed groups from Lebanese, Iraqi, and Afghan militias, to bolster its
weak military (Eisenstadt, 2018; Schneider, 2018).

Regime forces, increasingly supported by external allies, particularly Iran and
Hizbullah, concentrated their efforts on the central and densely populated areas
of the country. In the spring of 2013, regime forces, aided by foreign militias,
launched a successful attack to reclaim the strategically important town of
Qusayr. The Lebanese group provided notable support during this operation
(Blanford, 2013). Qusayr was a crucial supply line for the armed groups based
in Homs, which had been under siege by the regime. The town was strategi-
cally positioned between the capital and the Alawi heartland, a coastal region
bordering the Mediterranean Sea. Regaining control of Qusayr increased the
pressure on the armed groups located in Homs and ultimately led to a series of
retreats by the armed groups in control of parts of the city (figure 3.2).
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Situation in Syria
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Figure 3.2 Territorial control in 2013
https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Situation_in_Syria_(June_2013).svg

In 2014, the armed opposition divided. Previously, Syrian armed opposition
groups had been intermingled throughout opposition-held areas. But the split
between ISIS and Jabhat al-Nusra, later followed by ISIS’s war against all the
opposition, dissociated areas controlled by the former from those controlled
by remaining groups.® ISIS primarily established itself in the east of the
country, along the border of its strategic stronghold in Iraq, which was further
strengthened by the seizure of the Iraqi city of Mosul in June 2014. The
mainstream opposition, including Jabhat al-Nusra, was mostly located in the
northwest, the south, and limited pockets around Damascus and Homs. The
front lines stabilised and stopped shifting substantially, as they had done in the
previous few years. Although regime forces seized limited geographic areas in
strategic locations, particularly in Damascus, the military situation stabilised
(figure 3.3).
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Situation in Syria
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Figure 3.3 Territorial controlin 2014
https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Situation_in_Syria_(2014).svg

The evolution of the front lines posed significant challenges to the armed op-
position, as it was unable to capture and hold contiguous territory from which
it could launch an expanded offensive against the regime. While the victories
achieved between 2012 and 2015 resulted in the consolidation of five distinct
regions under rebel control, this was not enough to achieve a strategic victory.
The largest rebel-held zones were located in the northwest, where a multi-
factional coalition held sway, and in the east, which was under the control of
IS. The two other significant areas were in the south of the country, along the
border with Jordan, and in the Ghouta periphery of Damascus. In addition, an
isolated pocket of rebel-held territory survived in the north of Homs. These re-
gions evolved independently from the Kurdish-dominated areas. Coordination
between them was difficult due to the localised nature of most armed groups.
To achieve a strategic victory, the rebels needed to unify and coordinate their
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efforts, putting pressure on the regime from multiple fronts simultaneously. This
was a daunting challenge given the fragmented nature of the opposition, but it
was essential to achieving their goals.

In 2015, the opposition made its last significant gains. The mainstream oppo-
sition consolidated its position in northwest Syria by capturing the provincial
city of Idlib in the spring of 2015, thanks to a large military coalition.* At the
same time, ISIS declared the creation of a Caliphate and solidified its territorial
control over half of the country, before suffering significant losses due to Western
military assistance to the Kurdish YPG when it became the Syrian Democratic
Forces (SDF) as it integrated smaller independent military units. The SDF
regained control over significant areas previously held by ISIS along the Turkish
border (PeCanha & Watkins, 2015). External military intervention also helped
the SDF consolidate control over most of northern Syria along the border. The
situation started to appear bleak for the regime, which faced a potential threat to
its Alawi heartland in the coastal region near the Russian military naval facility
of Tartus. Alas, a Russian military intervention in September 2015 halted the
insurrectionary advance and ultimately turned the tide in favour of Assad and
Syria’s regional allies (Delanoé, 2018) (figure 3.4).

In 2015, the Russian intervention in Syria marked a significant turning point
in the conflict.” After Iranian general Qassem Soleimani’s visit to Moscow in the
summer, Russia launched a sudden military intervention aimed at stabilising
the Assad regime and countering perceived Western attempts to replace him.
This accompanied a diplomatic effort to subvert the UN.-sponsored polit-
ical process.® Russia’s intervention primarily involved providing anti-aircraft
defence systems in Syria to deter foreign attacks and deploying sophisticated
reconnaissance and targeting equipment to systematically weaken the main-
stream armed opposition while claiming to attack ISIS. To undermine popular
support for the armed opposition, Russia carried out a campaign of systematic
punishment against civilian and humanitarian infrastructures. The Russian
campaign occurred in three stages: stabilising western Syria, capturing Aleppo,
and neutralising ISIS in the centre and east of the country. Ultimately, Russia
re-seized the offensive and forced the armed opposition to regroup in only one
region, the northwest. Despite the relatively low number of Russian troops per-
manently settled in the country (only 4,000 to 8,000), Russia relied on locally
trained paramilitary forces and Iranian-supported militias, while also engaging
special forces, military police, and private military contractors in later phases.
Though the Russian intervention was relatively cheap in terms of material con-
tribution, it reinforced Russia’s credibility as a state ally and provided an oppor-
tunity to test military equipment and improve military innovations.

The transformation of the Syrian conflict into a conventional war with stable
front lines, territorial control, and battles presented a significant challenge for
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Situation in Syria
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Figure 3.4 Territorial controlin 2015
https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Situation_in_Syria_(August_2015).svg

the armed opposition.” The early military units that emerged in 2011 and 2012
were ill-equipped to manage large front lines. Therefore, the armed groups had
to transform into more professional military forces capable of deploying heavy
weaponry, coordinating on a large scale, and securing external military support.
Moreover, the armed opposition had to establish a credible political alternative
to the regime that could provide basic governance structures and services to the
local population. Territorial control involved new functions such as policing,
coordinating with foreign organisations, providing essential services, and re-
straining factional competition. The stabilisation of local governance meant that
thousands of armed groups could not continue to operate independently and
had to unite within their regions and coordinate with other areas. These choices
required different strategies, ranging from factional coordination, alliances,
and local hegemony to the potential unification of all the armed opposition
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examined in the next chapter. At the same time, the regime relentlessly targeted
civilian infrastructures to prevent the consolidation of polities that could present
alternative visions for the country’s future (Martinez & Eng, 2018).

Armed Groups and Jihadis Outside Northwest Syria

The geography of the Syrian conflict largely shaped the development of the
armed opposition. While the conflict is often portrayed as a war in which hun-
dreds of armed groups competed for survival and leadership, this approach
overlooks the significant differences between armed opposition-held territo-
ries. Studies of armed groups’ alliances and competition in civil wars (Christia,
2012; Woldemariam, 2018) typically assume that armed groups coexist homo-
geneously within a country or ally with each other cross-nationally (Bacon,
2018). Only a few studies examine how different types of factional competition
or modes of organisation in distinct areas of a country impact armed groups’
governance (Arjona, 2016; Lacher, 2020; Parkinson, 2023). In Syria, armed
groups were not equally present throughout opposition-held areas. Each re-
gion presented a unique set of structural constraints and opportunities that
influenced armed groups’ consolidation during the conflict. These character-
istics determined armed groups’ modes of organisation and the nature of the
factional orders that developed over the years. A key factor in shaping the devel-
opment of the armed opposition was the type of order established in different
parts of armed opposition-controlled Syria, whether unipolar and hegemonic,
bipolar, or multipolar.

Apart from Idlib province in the northwest, there were five major areas held
by armed groups across Syria. The first two were isolated pockets in the north
of Homs and the suburbs of Damascus, while the other three were located in
the country’s periphery to the south, east, and along the northern border with
Turkey.® These regions varied greatly in size, with the eastern area covering half
of Syria, including desert terrain, and the northern Homs enclave being rela-
tively small. Foreign access to these areas also differed significantly: besieged
enclaves had limited access, the south was under close Jordanian supervision,
and the IS-controlled border with Iraq provided substantial access to American-
provided spoils of war, particularly after the capture of Mosul in 2014.

While the armed opposition in Syria resorted to violence across the country,
the nature of armed occupation-held territories determined the conditions
under which local armed groups could institutionalise both internally and exter-
nally. Externally, factors such as external access, territory size, and strategic im-
portance informed the number of groups that could develop and survive in each
region. These factors also informed their patterns of interaction, alliances, and
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competition, and affected their relations with the local population. Internally,
these features contextualise armed groups’ ability to institutionalise themselves
and maintain internal cohesion, particularly in the aftermath of the killing of
prominent leaders or commanders. This perspective recognises the agency of
armed groups while also situating their choices within the environmental and
organisational conditions in which they emerged and developed.

During the first few months of the uprising in Syria, two armed opposition
pockets emerged in al-Ghouta and the north of Homs. These regions shared
some crucial characteristics, including the fact that local residents expelled re-
gime forces with minimal external assistance and managed to keep them out for
nearly six years. These areas also had few foreign fighters, and their inhabitants
relied on smuggling networks to establish a subsistence economy that helped
them survive the prolonged siege imposed by regime forces and their allies.
These territories therefore did not witness the same degree of internal factional
diversity as the northwest, as the formation of new groups was limited. Despite
these similarities, armed groups in these two regions developed along two dis-
tinct patterns.

In the Ghouta, in the suburbs of Damascus, Jaysh al-Islam tried to impose a
hegemonic model. Strategically located on the periphery of the capital and just a
few kilometres from the presidential palace, the region posed a significant threat
to the regime’s survival. Despite a bitter siege accompanied by severe regime
attacks, including the use of chemical weapons (Human Rights Watch, 2013;
United Nations Secretary-General, 2013), local armed groups managed to expel
regime forces by the end of 2012 and dominate the region for nearly six years.
The region had limited access to the rest of the country through the desert of
‘Otayba until the regime imposed a siege in 2013. The strategic importance of a
region under siege required stronger internal unity to stabilise the front lines and
the economy of the enclave, which Jaysh al-Islam sought to impose. The group
started to dominate the area in 2013 by relying on local pre-war Salafi networks
and group leader Zahran Alloush’s extensive family ties in the Gulf, which
bolstered the group financially and militarily (Lund, 2016).” Private assistance
was later complemented by state support from Saudi Arabia when parts of the
ruling family decided to increase their support to the Syrian opposition in 2013
(Black, 2013; Oweis, 2013). Although Jaysh al-Islam initially tried to expand into
other Syrian regions, with up to 40% of its constituent brigades based outside
of Ghouta, it ultimately focused only on the local enclave, especially after local
Salafis joined in, according to the group’s former spokesman.!? To externally
institutionalise its dominant role, Jaysh al-Islam created military and judicial
power structures that could abolish competing local courts and security forces
and unify the enclave under its sway. The group notably spurred the creation of
the Unified Judicial Council and the Unified Military Command Council, which
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were inclusive of most other factions while remaining under Jaysh al-Islam’s ulti-
mate domination (Lund, 2016, 2017; Schwab, 2018).

Other groups, including Ahrar al-Sham and Jabhat al-Nusra (and before-
hand ISIS), could never contain Jaysh al-Islam in the Ghouta. The first group
that Jaysh al-Islam crushed was ISIS.!! Jaysh al-Islam engaged in a fierce conflict
against ISIS, justifying a robust military response between 2013 and 2014 due
to accusations of extremism and violence against the opposition. Jaysh al-Islam
launched a wide military campaign against the group and countered ISIS’s exe-
cution of militants by carrying out its own executions of ISIS personnel. Ahrar
al-Sham and Jabhat al-Nusra conversely remained in the province, but with lim-
ited influence. Ahrar al-Sham played a limited role in the region due to its geo-
graphic isolation from its stronghold in the northwest, where most of its early
brigades were based. According to a prominent Ahrar al-Sham leader, Hassan
‘Abud initially managed the connection to the group’s brigade in the Ghouta
through a Skype contact,. Meanwhile, Jabhat al-Nusra was unable to establish a
significant presence in the region as it clashed with Jaysh al-Islam’s forces. Other
armed groups in the Ghouta were mainly confined to the area, especially after
the expulsion of ISIS in 2014.%2 Jaysh al-Islam’s dominance in the Ghouta forced
other armed groups, including ideologically opposed factions, to form alliances
to counterbalance its military power. The creation of new factions was even pro-
hibited by the Unified Military Command Council in 2015, which is a common
strategy used by dominant groups to prevent the emergence of challengers. In
2016, the Ahrar al-Sham leadership outside of the Ghouta had to accept its inte-
gration into Jaysh al-Islam, but the local branch of Ahrar al-Sham instead allied
with other groups in the Jaysh al-Fustat alliance to balance Jaysh al-Islam’s power
(Al-‘Omari, 2016; Ahrar al-Sham, 2016a).13

Despite Jaysh al-Islam’s military dominance, the group failed to fully control
local civil society institutions, many of which remained independent. Moreover,
Jaysh al-Islam’s economic hegemony was closely tied to its military power, yet the
group struggled to control the tunnel economy that was crucial to the enclave’s
survival while under siege. Jaysh al-Islam’s weakness in controlling the tunnels,
combined with the death of its leader, Zahran Alloush, in December 2015,
intensified factional competition and weakened the group (Lund, 2016, 2017).
This eventually led to the regime’s partial reconquest of the enclave and its divi-
sionin2016.1

The Rastan-Talbiseh enclave stood out for its relatively balanced relations be-
tween local factions. In 2011, the region rose up against the regime and expelled
its forces with the help of army defectors. Later, the expulsion of rebel forces from
the old city of Homs in 2014 further strengthened the local armed groups.'
As in the Ghouta, foreign fighters were virtually absent in the region. The en-
clave remained under siege for six years, occupying a strategic location between
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Damascus and northern Syria, but its small size limited its potential as a long-
term threat to the regime. The number of groups was also limited in the region.
Despite the presence of Ahrar al-Sham, which was particularly influential in
the area, other groups such as Jabhat al-Nusra and Free Syrian Army factions
were also present. While there were occasional armed confrontations involving
Jabhat al-Nusra when it attacked factions it deemed suspicious,' there was no
single group that dominated the enclave like Jaysh al-Islam did in the Ghouta.
Competition between groups was relatively contained, compared to in other
armed opposition-held areas. Overall, the Rastan-Talbiseh enclave had limited
prospects for the armed opposition, given its geographic isolation and small size.
The regime could not besiege the last two regions due to armed groups’
continued control over the border, although Ahrar al-Sham and Jabhat al-
Nusra did not play a major role in these areas. In the south of the country, local
armed groups bordered Jordan, which closely regulated the border and closely
monitored the armed opposition. There were Jordanian foreign fighters initially,
especially in Jabhat al-Nusra’s local leadership, but they left for the province of
Idlib in 2014. Local groups instead coalesced in 2014 to form the Southern Front
(al-Jabhat al-Janubiyya) to institutionalise their relations to one another and with
external actors. The objective of the Southern Front was to centralise Arab and
Western support, mostly provided by Jordan and the United States, through the
Military Operation Command (MOC) in Amman, which contrasts with the di-
vided support for the armed opposition elsewhere. The Southern Front did not
have a clear organisational hierarchy for internal command and control. Instead,
it relied primarily on ad hoc joint operation rooms to coordinate armed opera-
tions with the MOC in Amman. But the centralisation of military support from
abroad had a clear downside. When Jordan froze the front lines and U.S. funding
stopped in 2017 (Sadaki, 2016), the Southern Front did not have the ability to
survive on its own."” The alliance weakened, and would never recover until all
the south of the country was seized by the regime once again a few months later.
The south of Syria, with its more cohesive social fabric and centralisation
of external support, saw a relatively marginal role of Islamist armed groups, as
compared to other regions. This is reflected in local groups’ official embrace of
more pluralistic and democratic objectives (Lund, 2014a; ICG, 2015; Lister,
2016e). Unlike other regions, Ahrar al-Sham never managed to establish a sig-
nificant presence in the south, due to its focus on other Syrian regions. The main
Islamist alternative was Jabhat al-Nusra, which, despite having a primarily local
membership, had to be more flexible and coordinate with the Southern Front.
It also had to submit to shared courts of justice. Some foreign commanders,
especially the Jordanian Abu Julaybib, nonetheless contributed to Jabhat al-
Nusra’s gradual distancing from the locals, especially when the group lost its
eastern stronghold and regrouped in the south (Abazeid, 2014). A former Jabhat
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al-Nusra commander denounced the group’s Jordanian leader in the south for
his despotism and micromanagement, which caused issues related to sharing
spoils of war, little internal accountability, and IS infiltration (Abu Sayyaf, 2015).
IS had only a sporadic presence in the south before co-opting local factions,
such as Liwa Shuhada al-Yarmouk, which pledged allegiance to the group (Al-
Tamimi, 2015b).18

Ahrar al-Sham and Jabhat al-Nusra’s attempts to establish a foothold in
eastern Syria were short-lived. In early 2013, Ahrar al-Sham played a key role in
the opposition’s capture of Raqqa, the first provincial capital to fall. The group
took control of important assets in the city, including its central bank, but it
quickly became apparent that it was ill-prepared to govern a city of that size."
Despite collaborating with other groups, Ahrar al-Sham was unable to replace
state institutions. The group was not manned by local fighters but by military
brigades coming from other Syrian regions, with limited exceptions. The group
was also unable to effectively confront ISIS, both militarily and ideologically.
Ahrar al-Sham commanders signed local agreements with ISIS to avoid direct
confrontation, and did not attempt to assert dominance over the group.?’ Ahrar
al-Sham’s leadership later acknowledged that its fighters were not willing to fight
another Islamist armed group, regardless of their actions.?! This lack of response
to ISIS ultimately led to Ahrar al-Sham’s expulsion from Raqqa, despite being
one of the largest groups. Jabhat al-Nusra also tried to resist ISIS. Both groups
fought over the control of Raqqa and the oil fields in the east. But ISIS ultimately
prevailed and expelled Jabhat al-Nusra.

The consolidation of ISIS’s hegemony (later renamed IS) occurred in 2014,
after the group expelled Ahrar al-Sham and Jabhat al-Nusra.?? This was facilitated
by its decision to regroup its forces along its Iraqi border, which allowed for easy
transfer of troops and military equipment between the two countries, after the
Syrian opposition expelled the group from the northwest.>* An early prison cam-
paign had already allowed the Iraqi group to gather its cadres previously detained
in Iraq (Lewis, 2013; Arango & Schmitt, 2014). Geographic contiguity with Iraq
was critical. Controlling both sides of the border enabled the group to transfer
troops and military equipment easily between the two countries and consolidate
local control, which was further bolstered by its adroit tribal outreach (Dukhan
& Hawat, 2014). ISIS also benefited from the capture of Mosul, which provided
the group with weapons and money for its Syrian military campaigns. Despite its
ineffectual local rule, ISIS was adroit in isolating and targeting each of its local
opponents (Rosenblatt & Kilcullen, 2019). The group also seized oil resources
from Jabhat al-Nusra and integrated most foreign fighters into its ranks, who
could easily be moved across fronts, were more ideologically committed, and
could not leave IS once in its territory (see also Mendelsohn, 2019). ISIS also
used foreign fighters to subjugate local tribes without concern for triggering
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broader tribal conflicts or inhibiting local ISIS members from participating
in the fighting due to local power dynamics according to local observers.?*
ISIS proclaimed itself to be a state, denied the legitimacy of all other groups,
and imposed local taxes and governance to institutionalise its local authority
(Revkin, 2020). Additionally, the group imposed its hegemony over a contiguous
territory, allowing it to institutionalise itself internally and create mobile military
forces that could be easily moved and recomposed, in sharp contrast with the lo-
calism of most other armed groups.?

In the north of Syria, the Kurdish YPG marginalised Arab armed groups as
it imposed its hegemony over a large territory on the border with Turkey.?® The
YPGs early rise, bolstered by its organic ties to PKK in Kurdish-populated areas,
facilitated its quick ascendancy as the dominant military force before any alter-
native contenders could emerge.?” The group established checkpoints and seized
local administration with relative ease when the regime withdrew, with minimal
clashes. The YPG’s external institutionalisation occurred through the creation
of successive local administrations, starting with the Democratic Autonomous
Administration, the Democratic Federation of Rojava, the Democratic
Federation of Northern Syria, and the Autonomous Administration of North
and East Syria. The objective of these changes was to sustain the group’s claims
to inclusiveness as territorial control expanded, despite persistent authoritarian
practices. To distance itself from being seen solely as a Kurdish force, the YPG
created the Syrian Democratic Forces (SDF) when the United States decided to
support the group militarily, particularly after the battle of Kobane, which began
in 2014. Despite this move, the Kurdish group retained effective administrative
and military control over the province, knowing that lasting U.S. support was
necessary for stabilisation.?

The comparison between the armed opposition’s strongholds highlights the
diverse contexts in which different types of armed groups operated. In northern
Homs, Ahrar al-Sham and Jabhat al-Nusra established balanced relations with
other groups. In contrast, they played a relatively marginal role in the south, due
to the unique geographic characteristics and local fabric of the region. In the
east, ISIS (later IS) expelled all other groups and imposed harsh local rules to
prevent internal dissidence, leaving Ahrar al-Sham and Jabhat al-Nusra without
a foothold in the area. In the Ghouta, despite Jaysh al-Islam’s imposition of rela-
tively tight control over other groups, hegemony was not absolute.

Ahrar al-Sham, Jabhat al-Nusra, and ISIS/IS were the only groups able to
expand and maintain a presence in multiple regions.? Jabhat al-Nusra ini-
tially formed cells throughout Syria, mobilising locally as armed groups’ con-
trol consolidated. After the split with IS, Jabhat al-Nusra lost most of its soldiers
but maintained a presence in most areas. IS, on the other hand, gathered most
foreign brigades and fighters despite its expulsion from the northwest and the
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Ghouta periphery. Although IS subsequently managed to create local cells or
co-opt sub-factions elsewhere, it never posed a substantial existential threat to
other regions. In contrast, Ahrar al-Sham managed to expand throughout Syrian
regions through a more bottom-up process, as discussed in the last sections of
this chapter. The consolidation of only two groups that were able to expand
throughout Syria ultimately polarised the opposition, as argued in chapter 4.
Moreover, the comparison illustrates how local civil society was repressed by IS
and tightly controlled by the YPG in the two areas of real hegemony. In other re-
gions, civil society sustained its existence according to the characteristics of the
regions and the evolving balance of power between local armed groups.

Ahrar al-Sham and Jabhat al-Nusra were uniquely able to expand throughout
opposition-held territory while maintaining organisational control over their
sub-units, though their control over these sub-units was not absolute. While
both groups did not experience the same level of expansion, overreach, and
loss of control as did the early groups associated with the Free Syrian Army
mentioned in the previous chapter, they still encountered situations where they
had to delegate their decision-making to their local units. One of the most chal-
lenging aspects was the management of their relations with other factions. While
it was relatively easy for both groups to give instructions to their sub-units re-
garding fighting or not fighting the regime, dealing with other groups posed
more significant problems. As previously observed, certain sub-groups within
Ahrar al-Sham, for example, refused to merge into Jaysh al-Islam in al-Ghouta
despite orders from their central leadership. Others refused to fight ISIS when
their leaders asked them to. But even Jabhat al-Nusra, with its stronger disci-
pline, faced similar issues. Group commanders recognised that they had to dele-
gate tactical decisions to their sub-groups in other regions—the “blocs” (qgawati‘)
headed by a military and a religious leader—without micromanaging them, or
that some of their units were under the direct influence of Abu Muhammad al-
Magqdisi in Jordan and never fully under control, at least before 2016, according
to former HTS commander Abu Maria al-Qahtani in an interview.® A group
dissident, Saleh al-Hamawi, added:

Enforcing discipline within our group was simpler before 2013. Our leaders
were strong and well respected. Our members still revered the organisation
(haybat al-tandhim). But some individuals were already more focused on
fighting for their specific territories and were resistant to moving across dif-
ferent areas. I had to motivate them by appealing to their commitments, their
respect for the leadership, and their religious beliefs. The split with IS had a det-
rimental effect on our group’s cohesion. The public disagreements and debates
among our leaders undermined our credibility and eroded the trust within the
organisation.
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Table 3.1 Comparative characteristics of major armed opposition-held areas

Creation of Internal External External
new groups institutionalisation® institutionalisation support

Ghouta Limited, Limited Failed hegemony of Divided
enclave then centralisation and Jaysh al-Islam
forbidden  localism
Homs  Limited Localism Pluralist Limited
enclave
South  Constrained Localism Unity on paper Cohesive
by Jordanian under the Southern  (under Jordan
control Front supervision)
East Forbidden  Centralisationand =~ Hegemony of IS Cohesive
by IS localism (from IS’s Iraqi
hegemony stronghold)
North  WithYPG  Centralisationand =~ Hegemony of the None initially,
consent localism YPG /SDF then cohesive
under Western
control

2 This feature emphasise whether local armed groups developed centralised military forces that did
not stem from specific localities, reflecting an effort to institutionalise internally.

Finally, the comparison between these regions and their dominant armed
groups also illustrates the relationship between armed groups’ networking
structures and modes of organisation. Armed groups are more capable of re-
structuring their organisational structures when they establish hegemony in a
contiguous geographic area. Factional competition is less of an issue, and dif-
ferent military brigades—including those consisting of foreign fighters—can co-
exist with local groups focused on defending their communities. This increases
the military efficiency of the dominant group. In contrast, in regions where fac-
tional competition is present, armed groups face limitations in their ability to
change their organisational structures, as suggested in the next section on the
northwest (table 3.1).

Armed Groups’ Strategies in the Northwest

Northwest Syria stood out from other armed opposition-held territories due to
several salient characteristics of the Syrian conflict, including a large number of
contending groups, foreign fighters, and competition between foreign countries.
This region’s geography, bordering Turkey, played a crucial role in differentiating
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it from other areas. Turkey quickly embraced the uprising against Assad’s regime
and did not closely supervise the armed opposition before 2017, as Jordan did
in the south. The strategic depth provided to the armed groups was critical in
ensuring durable access to unsupervised support networks. Private supporters of
the armed opposition were later supplanted by states that supported competing
factions and developed competing agendas.?! The next section argues that the
characteristics of the northwest were particularly conducive to Ahrar al-Sham’s
strategy of alliance-based expansion.

The characteristics of northwest Syria sustained the unique diversity of
its armed opposition, with barriers to forming new armed opposition groups
being relatively low. Local groups mushroomed before switching allegiance be-
tween different organisational umbrellas or developing their own independent
support networks from a variety of supporters.*? The diversity of external sup-
port networks exacerbated existing divisions in the province, which was already
marked by important local, social, and urban divides. Moreover, northwest Syria
never enjoyed the strategic importance of Damascus and central Syria for the re-
gime, which had to prioritise other front lines. The region is inhabited by a large
Sunni majority, who were viewed with hostility by the regime and had no signif-
icant access to resources. While parts of northwest Syria posed a potential threat
to Syria’s Alawi heartland and Russian military installations in the region, this
threat materialized only in a later phase of the conflict, after 2015.

The characteristics of northwest Syria illustrate the range of choices available
to local armed groups as the war transformed. The previous chapter presented
armed groups’ early emergence from the local gatherings that outstretched
quickly to those that remained centred on their localities as a main strategy
of survival to the elitist mobilisation of Jabhat al-Nusra and the more insular
foreign-led brigades. Early underpinning networks informed armed groups’
subsequent choices as the war became more conventional when larger front
lines with regime forces stabilised and armed groups started to govern the pop-
ulation in their territories. Contrasting the choices of other groups is impor-
tant to the subsequent analysis of Ahrar al-Sham’s specificities. It illustrates
why Ahrar al-Sham was particularly efficient in an area where a very large
array of groups emerged due to the low costs of joining the armed opposition
independently.

Armed opposition groups in the northwest followed two distinct patterns
of institutionalisation, both internally and externally. Prior to 2017, no armed
group was able to establish complete dominance. Externally, armed groups
developed shared structures of governance that partially underpinned their
institutionalisation with the population, as argued at the end of this sec-
tion. Internally, armed groups faced two main choices: either (1) expand
their organisational capacity by expanding further while simultaneously
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institutionalising their group, or (2) consolidate in a limited geographic area
only and institutionalise external cross-factional alliances with other groups to
adapt to changing local necessities and threats.

The first pattern of development, organisational expansion combined with
internal institutionalisation, was quite rare. Only a limited number of groups
were able to expand their organisation within and across regions without di-
viding along constituent sub-units. One notable case besides Ahrar al-Sham is
Jabhat al-Nusra, which expanded across Syria by mobilising a small-scale elitist
social network of entrepreneurs partially based on pre-existing ties. The group
then started to recruit more extensively locally, too. The transformation of the
war shifted Jabhat al-Nusra’s priorities from planning spectacular attacks against
regime forces situated behind frontlines to traditional ground warfare, requiring
a larger personnel. The group preferred to recruit individual members who
were vetted, rather than pre-established factions, although some factions were
occasionally included. In such cases, the integration of new factions imposed a
tighter indoctrination in Jabhat al-Nusra’s religious and military training camps
as well as the centralisation of resources according to the group’s highest reli-
gious authority.*® Jabhat al-Nusra’s ability to maintain organisational cohesion
and expand without dividing into sub-units is noteworthy, given the fragmented
nature of the Syrian conflict. This pattern of development was relatively rare, and
it allowed Jabhat al-Nusra to become a significant player in the conflict before
and after its split with ISIS in 2013.

Jabhat al-Nusra’s split from ISIS in 2013 can be attributed to various factors,
with the primary one revolving around power dynamics. The crux of the matter
was that Jabhat al-Nusra’s leadership staunchly resisted ISIS’s attempts to regain
control over the group. ISIS had grown concerned that Jabhat al-Nusra was be-
coming too influential within Syria, and that its leader, al-Jolani, was proving
too independent and difficult to manage. In addition to internal power struggles,
there were also strategic differences between the two groups. Jabhat al-Nusra was
reluctant to orchestrate armed attacks against the mainstream Syrian opposition
based in Istanbul, which ISIS demanded of the group, and adopted a more prag-
matic approach in its overall dealings with other insurgent factions.>

The outcome of the split between Jabhat al-Nusra and IS was largely deter-
mined by the former’s ability to integrate foreign fighters into its organisational
structures as it institutionalised. Prior to the split, IS commanders launched their
own initiative to gather the allegiance of a large number of foreign-led brigades
and fighters. The IS leadership used ambiguous arguments to convince their
followers that they remained committed to al-Qaeda and its leader, Ayman al-
Zawahiri, while also promoting their claims to statehood (Doornbos & Moussa,
2016a). In addition to these alluring claims, IS relied on the promotion of foreign
commanders into its organisational structures. For instance, Amr al-Absi, who
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led the foreign-manned Majlis Shura al-Mujahideen, became IS’s local leader in
Aleppo, where he bolstered the group’s presence around a core number of for-
eign fighters. Similarly, Abu ‘Omar al-Shishani from Jaysh al-Muhajireen wal-
Ansar became IS’s military leader in Syria. Half of the group joined IS, including
many of Shishani’s followers (Hussein, 2015). Many Uzbek nationals also chose
to join IS (Hussein, 2017e). As a result, the allegiance of most foreigners to IS
nearly obliterated Jabhat al-Nusra when the split occurred. According to Jabhat
al-Nusra’s leaders, the group lost more than 70% of its resources and personnel.
A former Jabhat al-Nusra commander added that 25% of group members
remained, half of the group joined IS, the remaining proclaimed their neutrality
while waiting for an answer from al-Qaeda. The latter included members who
would later form Jund al-Aqsa (Abu Sayyaf, 2016b).

Jabhat al-Nusra managed to survive by institutionalising its own external ties
to al-Qaeda. Jabhat al-Nusra and al-Qaeda were previously indirectly subordi-
nated through IS’s own allegiance to al-Zawahiri. But the allegiance was not di-
rect. After splitting with IS, Jabhat al-Nusra’s leader, al-Jolani, believed that the
group needed to pledge public allegiance to al-Qaeda to maintain the loyalty of
his soldiers and save the group. He explained in an interview:

When we broke off with al-Baghdadi, we didn’t have any good options. We were
going to be wiped out by them so I gathered my inner circle to take a quick de-
cision. I told them that I was considering pledging allegiance to al-Qaeda. They
advised me against it, and some described it as a suicidal move. But no one was
able to provide me with an alternative. We had no other option but to pledge
allegiance to al-Qaeda in order not to lose everyone to ISIS. But I conditioned
my pledge of allegiance to al-Qaeda on the idea that we will not use Syria as a
launching pad for external operations, nor let others use it for that. I wrote this
to Zawahiri and he agreed to it, and if you recall my response to Zawahiri after
our delinking decision you will see that I never changed my position on that.>

Jabhat al-Nusra’s survival was due not only to its institutional ties to al-
Qaeda but also its focus on local anchorage as the group pursued its strategic
partnerships with other insurgents, particularly Ahrar al-Sham.’ As Jabhat
al-Nusra adopted successive campaigns of recruitment, which gradually re-
laxed membership criteria, it further integrated with the mainstream oppo-
sition and fought alongside their troops. More importantly, Jabhat al-Nusra
became more assertive in reaching out to the local population in its external
institutionalisation efforts. The group briefly claimed that it would establish an
emirate in the northwest after losing its eastern stronghold, a move interpreted as
a response to IS’ state-building aspirations after the promotion of more radical
figures in the group such as its new religious leader Sami al-‘Uraydi (Abazeid,
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2014).%7 Jabhat al-Nusra also established its own courts of justice (Dar al-Qada)
and provided social services under the general service management (Idarat al-
‘Ama lil-Khadamat). According to Saleh al-Hamawi, a former leader who left the
group in 2015 due to disagreements with al-Jolani:

Many people were leaving us in favour of IS in 2014, especially when it
proclaimed the creation of the Caliphate. Some of them disagreed with IS, espe-
cially its excessive violence, but still believed that creating an Islamic state was
important. Our only solution was to have our own governance. This started
with the declaration that we created an emirate, which many groups pushed
back against, up to the creation of Dar al-Qada. But we had an understanding
with other groups, including Ahrar al-Sham, that we should not impose the
Islamic legal penal punishments (hudud) because we were still at war. And in
reality this helped us survive, and people stopped going to IS and remained
with us.

Jabhat al-Nusra’s ability to navigate its relationships with opposition groups
was crucial for its survival. While it was strategic in its collaboration with main-
stream opposition factions, the group also dismantled factions that it deemed
antagonistic. Jabhat al-Nusra notably targeted the groups it viewed as hostile or
too closely aligned with Western countries, such as the Syrian Revolutionaries
Front of Jamal Maarouf and the Hazm movement (Lund, 2014c; Lister, 2016¢).38
This approach enabled Jabhat al-Nusra to avoid antagonizing the opposition as
a whole while playing a role in the eviction of IS from northwest Syria, as will be
discussed in the next chapter.*

The second group that managed to expand organisationally and to
institutionalise internally is Faylaq al-Sham. Faylaq al-Sham is an alliance of
nineteen brigades disseminated throughout Syria, though mostly in the north
and northwest, that formed in March 2014. Most of its constituting brigades
are present in the northwest. Initially, these brigades were associated with
the Commission for the Protection of Civilians (CPC) and the Shields of the
Revolution, which were particularly present in the northwest and enjoyed par-
tial support from the Muslim Brotherhood during the first year of the conflict.
However, Faylaq al-Sham has consistently distanced itself from the Brotherhood,
which initially refused to endorse the alliance (al-Musa, 2020). Faylaq al-Sham
sought to facilitate external support from states such as Saudi Arabia, which were
hostile to the Muslim Brotherhood (Lefévre & El Yassir, 2014). Faylaq al-Sham
formed alongside the consolidation of larger formations in 2014, partially in
response to the growing threat posed by IS in the region (al-Musa, 2020). The
group was nonetheless a marginal entity when it formed, with limited man-
power and military efficiency. Faylaq al-Sham was later encouraged by Turkey
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to unite smaller brigades and former Syrian army officers to increase its mili-
tary efficiency. Its organisational expansion is therefore not comparable to Ahrar
al-Sham and Jabhat al-Nusra, which were in dominant positions when they ex-
panded. Faylaq al-Sham only grew in importance in the following years thanks
to Turkish tutelage, especially during the formation of the Jaysh al-Fath oper-
ation room.*® Turkey specifically encouraged smaller groups to join Faylaq al-
Sham to improve its military efficiency and coordination. The group’s external
ties to Turkey explain why the group has been considered its political card as well
as a conduit for financial and military support to the opposition with little inde-
pendent political projects of its own.

The second major pattern of development was to consolidate and
institutionalise locally without substantial expansion to other areas. In contrast
to the groups mentioned in the previous chapter that rapidly expanded and
outstretched organisational capacity before disintegrating, several local groups
consolidated in limited geographic areas without significantly expanding out-
side of it. These groups maintained the strong local embeddedness from their
early days, which sustained the provision of most recruits and support. They pri-
marily expanded in a limited fashion in geographically contiguous areas based
on interconnected local ties. As the conflict transformed into a conventional
war, these groups institutionalised and evolved from brigades to legion (liwa) or
movement to reflect their consolidation and functional differentiation beyond
mere military functions, including the provision of local services, policing, and
judicial courts in their areas.*! Three groups that have managed to survive the
longest with a distinctive identity despite vague ideological commitments are
Suqur al-Sham, Zinki Movement, and Jaysh al-Tzza.*?

Local groups’ survival rested on a flexible approach to the institutionalisation
of their external ties to other groups. These groups joined and left a plurality of
alliances created for specific battles, to achieve unity, or simply to expel IS from
their localities. For instance, Zinki Movement joined Liwa al-Tawheed in 2012,
Jabhat al-Asala wal-Tanmiyya in 2013, Jaysh al-Mujahideen in 2014, al-Jabhat
al-Shamiyya in 2015, HTS in 2017, and the Syrian Liberation Front (Jabhat
Tahrir Suriyya) and the National Liberation Front (al-Jabhat al-Wataniyya lil-
Tahrir) in 2018.*3 Suqur al-Sham intermittently joined and left Ahrar al-Sham, as
well as the Syrian Islamic Liberation Front in 2012, Jaysh al-Fath in 2015, and the
National Liberation Front in 2018. These groups’ choices of external partners
and alliances were mostly based on the evolution of their priorities in northwest
Syria. In all cases, they kept their organisational cohesion and geographic lo-
calism intact. The persistence of localism explains, more than does a superficial
consideration of their ideological commitments, their ability to gather support
from a range of actors stretching from committed Islamist groups to Western
countries depending on changinglocal and regional dynamics. Zinki Movement,
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for instance, received support from all parts of the spectrum. Support ranged
from the CIA-run program to Jabhat al-Nusra when the group became HT'S after
severing ties with al-Qaeda, as argued in the next chapter.**

Local groups occasionally attempted to create larger, institutionalised
organisations through cross-factional alliances, but these efforts were often un-
successful.*> For example, al-Jabhat al-Shamiyya, composed mostly of remnants
of Liwa al-Tawheed, attempted to merge with Jaysh al-Mujahideen to form a uni-
fied organisation (indimaj) rather than just coordinating under a larger nominal
umbrella (al Jabhat al-shamiyya, 2016). While geographic proximity facilitated
a merger, a key obstacle was the allocation of resources. To prevent the usual
splits that occurred after a limited period of time, the two groups agreed that
any members or sub-groups that split would do so individually without any
weapons. Additionally, all groups joining the alliance would abandon their pre-
vious names and logos, and agree to punish any violation of the agreement. The
aim was to discourage organisational splits and prevent groups from prioritising
their local or organisational interests over the new larger entity. Despite the
written agreement, it was not fully implemented, and many sub-groups left the
alliance in a similar manner to how they initially joined, with mostly remnants
of Ahrar al-Sham in Aleppo and former Liwa al-Tawheed remaining.*® Al-Jabhat
al-Shamiyya would only become a relatively strong player in northern Aleppo a
few years later, when it set up in the north of Aleppo and gained new financial
resources locally.

Foreign brigades in Syria that did not join ISIS or Jabhat al-Nusra pursued a
similar approach to cross-factional institutionalisation. These groups were often
organised along national lines, such as Chechens, Moroccans, Central Asians,
and East Asians. Unlike larger groups such as Jabhat al-Nusra and Ahrar al-
Sham, they were not strongly embedded locally and remained relatively isolated.
Some of them, often created their own bases where they lived outside large pop-
ulation centres. After the split between ISIS and Jabhat al-Nusra, these foreign
brigades in northwest Syria generally sought to avoid involvement in factional
conflicts. They evolved independently, but often cooperated with other armed
opposition groups on an ad hoc basis for military battles and shared operation
rooms. A few foreign-manned brigades, including Harakat Sham al-Islam, Jaysh
al-Muhajireen wa al-Ansar, Katiba al-Khadra, and Harakat Fajr al-Sham al-
Islamiyya, sought to institutionalise their ties to one another by forming an alli-
ance called Jabhat Ansar al-Din (the Front of the Partisans of Religion) in 2014.47
However, these groups had limited political and military influence, and they
became an epiphenomenon of the war once most foreign fighters and brigades
joined IS. The Turkistan Islamic Party is one of the few exceptions, retaining
some influence in its local stronghold of Jisr al-Shughur due to its stronger man-
power (Mantoux, 2017).%
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One of the most controversial groups was Jund al-Agsa, which was accused of
secretly aligning with 1S.* After declaring its neutrality when IS and Jabhat al-
Nusra broke ranks (Kujan, 2016), the group assisted Jabhat al-Nusra’s attacks on
other factions, such as the Syria Revolutionary Front and Hazm. The group also
engaged in factional conflicts by killing numerous leaders of other factions and
helping IS members move in and out of Idlib province (Abu Sayyaf, 2016b). As a
result, Jund al-Aqsa faced severe backlash from various opposition groups, espe-
cially Ahrar al-Sham. Ahrar al-Sham accused the group of excommunicating its
members (Ahrar al-Sham, 2016n), while the Syrian Islamic Council denounced
them as heretics (khawarij) like IS for killing and excommunicating fellow
Muslims (al-Majlis al-Islami, 2016). This led to calls for Jund al-Agsa’s eradica-
tion by an array of religious scholars close to Ahrar al-Sham and other groups
(n.m, 2016b).

The choice between (1) organisational expansion and institutionalisation
or (2) limited consolidation combined with the institutionalisation of cross-
factional ties also impacted armed groups’ evolving modes of organisation. In
absence of hegemony, the first type of groups could reconfigure more substan-
tially over time. Embeddedness in a plurality of social networks and localities
gave them the opportunity to create relatively independent and centralised mili-
tary forces that could be used across geographic areas. This decision was impor-
tant to limit the feedback mechanisms stemming from their local communities,
while emphasising the primacy of group belonging (including through ideo-
logical indoctrination). Jabhat al-Nusra was more successful than Faylaq al-
Sham in that regard. Faylaq al-Sham primarily remained an agglomeration of
locally embedded armed groups with only limited centralised components. In
the second case, the local groups that relied on cross-factional alliances also
created more professional military forces. But their military forces remained
more closely tied to their local communities because of the limited geographic
spreading of their groups. Over time, their military forces were usually com-
posed of a certain number of better trained full-time professional soldiers who
coordinated with part-time local fighters mobilised on a case-to-case basis.>

In absence of hegemony, non-military affairs were conducted in multiple
ways.”! Local councils that usually remained independent spread in armed
opposition-held areas, although local families with factional backing often
contended with one another for influence, t00.>? Councils typically coalesced
through the involvement of notable individuals and various revolutionary
groups following an ad hoc approach to secure external support. One of the key
notable challenges was the existence of multiple governance structures lacking
clear mechanisms for their establishment.>® Despite gaining increased legiti-
macy over time, these councils grappled with issues such as the absence of a tax-
ation system, difficulties in resource extraction, and a heavy reliance on external
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support. Furthermore, they faced hurdles related to a lack of technical capacities
and accountability mechanisms (Humanitarian Dialogue, 2014).

In absence of external supervision, local councils varied substantially.>*
A limited number, as in Saraqib, imposed taxes that granted them a relatively
significant autonomy vis-a-vis armed groups. Other local councils were too
weak and swayed by local armed groups using their own source of support and
organisational strength, or relied on international support to leverage some level
of independence vis-a-vis local armed groups. Older conflicts between families
often impacted local factional divides between major factions (e.g., Heller,
2016c),>® which detrimentally affected the cohesion of armed opposition-held
areas by entrenching factional influence. Only in one case, outside the northwest
in Daraya, a local council imposed itself over local military groups (Hyypp4,
2023). Local councils enjoyed more independence during the first phase of the
conflict, since armed groups did not initially focus on territorial control and ci-
vilian administration, which changed in a subsequent phase (Quesnay, 2017).
But international support also created internal resentment, as some cities
gathered more funds while others suffered from their association with Jabhat
al-Nusra, which impeded support, since the group was internationally listed for
its association with al-Qaeda.”® Jabhat al-Nusra’s general service management
was relatively minor in comparison to Ahrar al-Sham’s own services, which con-
versely benefited from the group’s local anchorage and ability to mobilise an
array of social networks, as argued in the previous chapter.’’

Armed groups played an active role in local courts and services, which was a
key aspect of their external institutionalisation and ties to the population.’® In
2012, armed groups established the Shari‘a committees (al-Hay’at al-Shar‘iya)
in Aleppo as an alternative to the local Unified Judicial Council. This heightened
the resentment of the local groups that tried to establish independent judicial
institutions but failed to impose themselves due to a lack of military power.
According to a former Ahrar al-Sham leader, this step meant to assure the col-
laboration of all the factions in the new circumstances, especially in the field of
security, though the commission also endeavoured to supervise schools and the
economy as well (Al Shari, 2012). Factional courts were structured according to
local balance of power (Schwab, 2018). The factions created their own courts
and detention facilities where they effectively controlled territory and shared re-
sponsibility in urban areas where multiple factions cohabited. For example, a
four-faction committee consisting of Ahrar al-Sham, Jabhat al-Nusra, Liwa al-
Tawheed, and Suqur al-Sham formed in Aleppo (‘Abd al-Haj, 2013).

Jabhat al-Nusra later left the four-faction committee in Aleppo when it
pursued its own strategy of territorialisation, establishing its own independent
court system, Dar al-Qada. Jabhat al-Nusra condemned factional quotas that
prevented accountability of powerful individuals linked to the factions, as
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well as the absence of an independent executive force (Dar al-Qada, 2014). It
is noteworthy that Jabhat al-Nusra’s first ruling targeted one of the group’s own
commanders (Jabhat al-Nusra, 2015b) to signal that the new institution would
not cover for its members as other groups’ courts did. Despite this move, Jabhat
al-Nusra was accused of numerous excesses, including killing individuals for
apostasy and occasionally applying Islamic penal ordinances (hudud), albeit not
in a systematic manner.> But Jabhat al-Nusra’s reassertion continued to partic-
ipate in the Islamic committee in Idlib city with five other factions, primarily
under the dominance of Ahrar al-Sham.

The profusion of competing judicial orders impeded the unification of the
court system. According to a former judge, each faction continued to apply its
own rulings and procedures based on different juridical foundations.®® More
secular groups affiliated with the Free Syrian Army supported the Unified Arab
Code, a set of rules proposed by the Arab League to formalise Islamic law (Jami‘a
al-Duwal al-Arabiyya, 1996), while Islamist groups generally considered the
positivisation of Islamic law anathema to their core religious beliefs (al-Zarier,
Rateb, & Adely, 2017).6! The atomisation of local order led to contradictory fatwas
on religious norms (for instance, should breaking the fast during the month of
Ramadan be penalised?), although the harsher physical penalties associated
with the Islamic penal punishments (hudud) were generally not implemented
because of the war (‘Abd al-Haj, 2013). Individuals often exploited this situation
to demand additional judicial rulings from other courts when they failed to win
a first case.%? Formerly trained Syrian judges were seldom used. Competition be-
tween different courts, the absence of a highest judicial body to adjudicate cases,
and the absence of an executive force independent from the factions eroded the
credibility of the courts, as recognised by Ibrahim Shasho, a former Ahrar al-
Sham judge who would later become the minister of justice of the government
supported by Jabhat al-Nusra’s next utterance.®® It also exacerbated faction-
alism as local Syrians close to particular factions used their assistance to protect
themselves. Ultimately, the courts not associated with any specific faction were
relegated to the role of mere record-keepers of judicial incidents rather than
being effective in resolving them; their lack of enforcement capability hindered
their capacity to bring about meaningful solutions (Sakhi, 2023: 114-149).
Alocal leader of a faction affiliated with the Free Syrian Army regretted that:

There were a lot of tensions between the groups. Which flag can we use, the
Syrian revolutionary flag or the black ra’ya [a black flag used by Jihadis]? What
law should we implement? Each group had its own court system. The Jihadis
penetrated society with their courts, not with the provision of social services.
They were quite pragmatic and popular. More importantly, they had an execu-
tive force that could implement their rulings (table 3.2).
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Table 3.2 Armed groups’ comparative expansion

Groups Internal External relations Geographic Future
institutionalisation  with other groups continuity
Ahrar Institutionalisation ~ Institutionalisation No One organisational
al-Sham of cross-factional of cross-factional division,
ties to consolidate alliance then joining
organisationally the National
Liberation Front
Jabhat Organisational Institutionalisation No Expansion and
al-Nusra  expansion of cross-factional domination,
and internal alliance, forced creation of HTS
institutionalisation dismantlement of
some factions
IS Organisational Armed Most of Hegemony and
expansion confrontation with  the group territorial downfall
and internal all the opposition  regrouped
institutionalisation in one area,
in one contiguous with minor
region branches
elsewhere
Suqur Consolidation in a Institutionalisation Yes Inclusion in
al-Sham  limited area of cross-factional the National
alliances Liberation Front
Zinki Consolidationin a Institutionalisation Yes Suppression by
Movement limited area of cross-factional Jabhat al-Nusra
alliances (HTS by then)
Faylaq Limited organisational Institutionalisation No Inclusion in
al-Sham  expansion initially, of cross-factional the National
which then increased  alliance Liberation Front
with external state
support
Smaller Consolidation in a Institutionalisation Yes Mostly
Jihadi limited area of cross-factional independent
brigades alliances
Pro-IS Joining IS Armed Yesin IS InIS
foreign confrontation with territory
brigades all the opposition

Ahrar al-Sham’s Unique Strategy of Alliance

Ahrar al-Sham emerged as the leading armed opposition group aside from IS
and Jabhat al-Nusra, which initially suffered from its split with Baghdadi’s group.
Ahrar al-Sham’s unique approach to its internal and external institutionalisation
played a key role. Ahrar al-Sham’s strategy was to externally institutionalise
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its relationships with other armed groups to facilitate their integration into its
own organisational structures, particularly in northwest Syria, which remained
its centre of gravity throughout the conflict.** By consolidating in a bottom-up
process of factional aggregation and incorporating pre-existing groups into its
organisational structures—what Hafez, Gabbay, & Gade (2021) call “coopera-
tive consolidation” in other contexts—Ahrar al-Sham managed to expand into
disconnected territories and avoid significant splits. In contrast, Jabhat al-Nusra
relied on a top-down, centralised approach to mobilisation, a “competitive con-
solidation” that outcompeted other groups. It also focused on recruiting and
socialising individual fighters in different regions before centralising their re-
sources, including weaponry.

The previous chapter argued that Ahrar al-Sham’s early success was due, in
part, to its embeddedness in the latent Islamist social movement. Unlike other
armed groups, Ahrar al-Sham was formed by interconnected locals who were
not besieged, did not rely on one geographic location or strongman, and did not
form for one particular battle. It emerged as a coordination of independent mil-
itary units that gradually institutionalised through the establishment of shared
organisational structures, which facilitated the integration of new brigades.
These unique characteristics not only reinforced Ahrar al-Sham’s credibility and
attractiveness within Syria, but also made the group more appealing to foreign
supporters, including private donors and states. Ahrar al-Sham positioned itself
as a critical broker of the armed opposition, promoting influential political and
military initiatives inside Syria.

Ahrar al-Sham’s early development had a significant impact on its strategy
of expansion as the conflict in Syria unfolded. As the armed opposition seized
larger territories, the consolidation of larger armed groups became necessary.
Ahrar al-Sham’s ability to expand across disconnected geographic areas was quite
unique among Syrian armed groups, and was facilitated by its embeddedness
in the Islamist social movement. This embeddedness allowed Ahrar al-Sham
to establish contact with independent Islamist military units that were seeking
to join a larger entity to adapt to the new realities of the conflict. Additionally,
other military factions looking for the support of a larger group were drawn to
Ahrar al-Sham due to its decentralised organisational structures and its ability
to broker across multiple social networks, including prison, university, and mil-
itant networks. Abd al-Salam Hussein (al-Jazeera, 2016) retrospectively argued
in a documentary before his death:

The movement of Ahrar al-Sham emerged when all the brothers who headed
smaller groups united. We knew one another. We were in prison together. We
knew their histories, methodologies, and objectives. Since we agree about the
tools and objectives, why should we remain dissociated and claim that all we
want is Islam?
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Ahrar al-Sham implemented a strategy of alliance formation with other
groups. The purpose was to institutionalise cross-factional relations be-
fore institutionalising internally as a new entity. After the failure of the Front
of Revolutionaries mentioned in the previous chapter, Ahrar al-Sham leaders
created the Syrian Islamic Front (al-Jabhat al-Islamiyya Suriyya) in December
2012. The Syrian Islamic Front gathered Ahrar al-Sham (as Kata’ib Ahrar al-
Sham—Abhrar al-Sham Brigades) along with Liwa al-Haq in Homs; Harakat al-
Fajr al-Islamiyya in Aleppo and its countryside; Jama‘at al-Tali‘a al-Islamiyya
in the Idlib countryside; Kata’ib Ansar al-Sham in Latakia and its countryside;
Katibat Mus‘ab bin ‘Omayr in the Aleppo countryside; Jaysh al-Tawhid in Deir
al-Zor; and Kata'ib Suqur al-Islam, Kata'ib al-Iman al-Muqatila, Sarayat al-
Maham al-Khassa and Katibat Hamza bin Abd el-Mutallib in Damascus and
its countryside.®> The alliance aimed at facilitating the organisational unifi-
cation of these groups, which could become a credible actor including vis-a-
vis Western countries (Lund, 2013a: 17). Leading negotiators argued that,
although they shared similar ideas, the main impediment was posed by the
difficulty in coordinating across disconnected areas and the need to attract the
largest possible number of factions (Lund, 2013a: 16). In the next few months,
the Damascus factions united as Katibat Hamza bin ‘Abd al-Mutallib and then
joined Kata'ib Ahrar al-Sham, Harakat al-Fajr al-Islamiyya, and Jama‘at al-Tali‘a
al-Islamiyya as the Islamic movement of Ahrar al-Sham (Harakat Ahrar al-
Sham al-Islamiyya).

Although the groups that formed Ahrar al-Sham shared a common goal of
replacing the Syrian regime with an Islamic state, they were not necessarily
aligned ideologically. Some smaller groups were considered more ideologically
committed than Ahrar al-Sham’s early units. Ahrar al-Sham leaders later argued
that, in light of the factional competition with groups like Jabhat al-Nusra, it was
better to integrate more “radical” entities into their group in order to better con-
trol and assimilate them. Some of these groups played a notable role in Ahrar al-
Sham’s ideological revisions, as discussed in chapter 5.5 Ahrar al-Sham leaders
nonetheless recognised that the incorporation of these units posed significant
challenges. Some of these groups also played a key role in the competition be-
tween Ahrar al-Sham and Jabhat al-Nusra, which ultimately led to the incorpo-
ration of some Ahrar al-Sham brigades into the latter. Ahrar al-Sham’s head of
international relations, Husam Tarsha, explained that:

The idea was to co-opt the groups that were more radical to moderate them
inside our movement. They did not have the prison experience and ideological
revisions that we undertook during our imprisonment. Integrating them was a
challenge but we believed that these people were better inside our movement
than with our competitors like Jabhat al-Nusra.
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Ahrar al-Sham’s transformation from a coalition of brigades to a movement
was driven by the necessity to expand its activities beyond conventional military
work in newly conquered territories. The group established administrative, po-
litical, social, and religious offices to support its core tasks. Ahrar al-Sham placed
great emphasis on its political bureau, which developed new positions on a range
of domestic and international issues and fostered ties with foreign actors. This
characteristic set Ahrar al-Sham apart from other Jihadi groups, which never
featured political offices. In 2013, the group published a new charter (mithaq al-
haraka) to clarify its objectives and approach, with the aim of providing a blue-
print for other groups to follow (Ahrar al-Sham, 2013). While calling for a state
ruled by Islamic Law yet respectful of religious minorities, the charter stressed
the importance of institutional work to conduct an array of missions beyond mil-
itary operations, including politics, media, religious proselytisation (da‘wa), and
education. Ahrar al-Sham’s leadership structure reflected its bottom-up consol-
idation, with the leaders of each constituent unit joining a consultative council
(majlis al-shura) that made strategic decisions. The constituent units ceased
to use their pre-joining names to promote the consolidation of a shared group
identity. Unlike most other groups, the leader’s prerogatives were institution-
ally constrained, with the integration of new members to the council requiring
a vote and strategic decisions requiring council approval. The leader’s role was
primarily administrative, including the nomination of new commanders and
reorganisation of the group’s internal bureaucracy. Although Ahrar al-Sham sub-
sequently opened up to other factions and foreign countries, the charter already
indicated that the group presented itself as rather inclusive. As Khaled Abu Anas
argued:

I disagreed that we moderated during the war. The first proof is our initial
description of ourselves. We mentioned that we were a popular movement
that was independent. Second, we did not use an Islamic name that could
be used against us. We did not, we do not, want people to judge Islam based
on us or our behaviour. We therefore decided not to use an Islamic name
for the group and explicitly told our sheikhs not to have a Salafi Wahabi
discourse.

The consolidation of Ahrar al-Sham as a movement proved to be highly at-
tractive to other factions due to its unique internal features. The group’s bottom-
up approach made it more internally consensual and inclusive than most other
groups, simplifying the admission of new sub-groups based on their size, repre-
sentativeness, and the skills of their leaders. This made it easy for new factions to
pledge their allegiance to Ahrar al-Sham and benefit from the joining of a larger
armed group without significant internal reconfiguration. In contrast to Jabhat
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al-Nusra or IS, Ahrar al-Sham did not impose strict ideological commitments or
regulations on new members. As Khaled Abu Anas noted:

Our work relies on the creation of institution. This is necessary in order not
to sanctify the individuals but also renew our group over time. We therefore
created institutional offices—including administrative, military, financial, and
social—with their own responsibilities and functions. People are chosen based
on their abilities but organisational norms have changed over time. For in-
stance, we did not use sub-factional quotas for the joining of the consultative
council initially. There were influential people that should be in the council re-
gardless of the strength of their groups. So we took them in. But then we needed
avote to include any new member.

Ahrar al-Sham expanded its efforts to institutionalise its alliances with
other groups by creating the Islamic Front in November 2013. This umbrella
organisation brought together key members of the two main Islamist alliances in
Syria: the Syrian Islamic Liberation Front (which included Liwa al-Tawhid from
Aleppo, Suqur al-Sham from Idlib, and Jaysh al-Islam from Damascus) and the
Syrian Islamic Front (which included Liwa al-Haq from Homs, Ansar al-Sham,
and the Kurdish Islamic Front). Under the leadership of Suqur al-Sham’s Abu
‘Tsa al-Sheikh, the Islamic Front replaced the Syrian Islamic Front and estab-
lished new leadership, including Ahrar al-Sham’s Hassan Abud as the head of
the political office, Jaysh al-Islam’s Zahran ‘Alloush as the head of the military
office, and Abul-Abbas al-Shami as the head of the religious office. The goal was
to unify these disparate groups into a cohesive organisation that would operate
under a single name and identity, shedding their previous names and affiliations.

The Islamic Front was one of the most ambitious attempts to unite the Islamist
armed opposition under a single group, although it was defunct after only a
year. One major reason for its relative failure was timing. In 2014, a large-scale
confrontation between mainstream armed groups and IS plagued the oppo-
sition all over Syria, resulting in the expulsion of IS to the east of the country.
This led to short-term military priorities taking precedence over everything
else, obstructing ongoing initiatives in favour of factional unity. Instead of
consolidating under the Islamic Front, short-term alliances formed to face the
threat of IS. Additionally, even within the Islamic Front, there were internal
divisions regarding opposition to IS (al-Shami, 2014b), with some groups being
reluctant to fight it actively. Moreover, institutionalising ties and sharing power
among armed groups that had already begun consolidating in different areas
proved more challenging than agglomerating smaller military units. Rather than
unifying all their organisational structures, the groups maintained their names
and internal structures. As Khaled Abu Anas recalled:
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The Islamic Front was our best hope but the conditions were difficult. It was

only a relative victory. The union failed because we were too fast. For instance,

we wanted only to use the name Islamic Front and no longer the names of

the constituting groups. We needed time for that. Second, the fight with IS

exacerbated the lack of trust inside the alliance. There were additional issues.
The head of Jaysh al-Islam, [Zahran] Alloush, would be military leader though
he is in a small area under siege and we were most prominent in the north.

Also, how do you share resources? Everything went to us before, while now it

had to go to the Islamic Front. Similarly, we disagreed about the repartition of

the seats in the new consultative council which would be based on the same

number of seats for each group regardless of their size. All of that was not fair.

Others argued that geography also imposed different priorities on
components of the Islamic Front. An Ahrar al-Sham leader contended that:

the

Jaysh al-Islam is based on Duma and Ghuta. My personal understanding is that,

asagroup located so close to Damascus, they thought that their region was crit-

ical politically. They therefore preferred to unite their own region, which would

then be a card to play if the revolution succeeded in Damascus.

The failure to consolidate the Islamic Front into a cohesive organisational

merger, rather than just a coordinating alliance, also explains why Jabhat al-

Nusra did not join the new entity. Despite al-Qaeda leader al-Zawahiri’s advice

for Jabhat al-Nusra to join the alliance, the group ultimately chose not to. There
were discussions among armed opposition groups, including Ahrar al-Sham
and Jabhat al-Nusra, that considered a limited merger between the two groups.
Jabhat al-Nusra’s leading religious scholar, Abu Abdullah al-Shami, provided in-

sight into the discussions, stating that:

The consultative council of the two groups discussed a potential union in

Aleppo. It only included other factions subsequently. We initially agreed about

everything. We chose the leader, religious scholars, etc. Ahrar al-Sham then

told us that they wanted to have more factions inside the union. We convened

three rounds of meeting before Ahrar al-Sham came up with the international

terrorist listing. We told them that it was not an issue as we only had a local

focus. We said that we would renounce al-Qaeda in case of a broader union.
Then the Islamic Front became a project. Abu Khaled [al-Suri] said we could
join the Islamic Front instead of the initial union. We told him that we first had
to sit with all the factions to assess them and clarify what they stood for. We

wanted to sit with Jaysh al-Islam, as we had reservations regarding their links

to the Saudis, Suqur al-Sham, and Liwa al-Tahweed. We wanted to understand
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them more. We sat with most of them, aside from Suqur al-Sham, before the an-
nouncement of the Islamic Front. We said that we would join the Islamic Front
ifit was a true union. But it was only a media operation. Even their logo was not
consistent since each group wrote Islamic Front before adding the name of the
faction underneath.

Jabhat al-Nusra’s position is noteworthy for two reasons that contextualise its
response to subsequent proposals for unity discussed in the next chapter. Abu
Abdullah al-Shami’s stance exemplifies Jabhat al-Nusra’s insistence on carefully
vetting potential allies and its deep suspicion of certain armed groups’ ties to for-
eign countries deemed hostile. Additionally, Jabhat al-Nusra prioritised a gen-
uine organisational merger and reconfiguration of groups, rather than a looser
coalition that could only consolidate gradually. This position reflects Jabhat al-
Nusra’s centralised trajectory, in contrast to Ahrar al-Sham’s more bottom-up ap-
proach to internal institutionalisation.

Despite Jabhat al-Nusra’s refusal to join the Islamic Front, Ahrar al-Sham
managed to further institutionalise internally under its own umbrella. Liwa
al-Hagq, Suqur al-Sham, and the Kurdish Islamic Front were absorbed into the
group despite the Islamic Front’s failure to unite all the Islamist factions. Their
integration was facilitated by territorial contiguity in the northwest. Liwa al-Haq
did not join Ahrar al-Sham previously when the group remained under siege in
Homs, while Suqur al-Sham had long entertained close relations to Ahrar al-
Sham and its leaders in northwest Syria.

Ahrar al-Sham’s Internal and External Characteristics

Ahrar al-Sham adopted a two-dimensional structure during its internal
institutionalisation as a movement.%” The group retained the local embeddedness
of its brigades across Syria, allowing them to maintain their local ties and
structures even after joining the group. Additionally, Ahrar al-Sham integrated
some of these brigades’ leaders in its central leadership based on their size, signif-
icance, and specific skills. This unique combination of local embeddedness and
vertical integration enabled the group to centralise decision-making processes,
elaborate coherent political and religious positions, and gather external finan-
cial and military support while maintaining its local structuring. This approach
made Ahrar al-Sham an attractive option for independent brigades seeking to
strengthen their positions by joining a larger group.

Ahrar al-Sham’s decentralised structure meant that the group had to balance
accommodating its local sub-groups with maintaining internal cohesion. Most
constituting brigades maintained the possibility to reassert their independence
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or join other groups since alternatives existed, requiring Ahrar al-Sham to be re-
sponsive to internal demands and expectations, but also share power with impor-
tant sub-units. According to the group’s communiqués, the main tools to impose
discipline were to punish individual commanders in Ahrar al-Sham’s internal
courts (Ahrar al-Sham, n.d.e), or in some cases, to expel specific sub-groups
that failed to abide by the group’s orders or that committed excessive violations
(e.g., Ahrar al-Sham, 2015e). Some leaders or commanders were also paradox-
ically promoted to virtually powerless positions as a means of marginalisation.
Despite efforts to maintain internal cohesion, there were complaints that pow-
erful leaders or commanders were not always disciplined, due to the need to bal-
ance different trends within the group.

Ahrar al-Sham’s decentralised structure positioned it favourably to estab-
lish external ties with foreign supporters of the armed opposition. The group’s
ability to integrate a wide range of brigades dispersed throughout Syria, despite
its stronghold in the northwest, strengthened its appeal, in contrast with many
groups affiliated with the Free Syrian Army that repeatedly fragmented and
split. Although Ahrar al-Sham was not an official recipient of the foreign sup-
port provided through the shared military coordination set up in Turkey (the
MOM)—explored in the next chapter—it did acquire control of some of their
weapons when the Islamic Front seized control of the border at Baab al-Hawa
(Lund, 2013b). As an efficient Islamist armed group that was not affiliated
with al-Qaeda, Ahrar al-Sham was more easily engaged and supported outside
established channels than groups like the al-Qaeda affiliate Jabhat al-Nusra.
Unlike Jabhat al-Nusra, which could only gather support indirectly through
spoils of wars, the seizure of assets owned by other factions, and occasional
deals with foreign countries (Hassan, 2017), Ahrar al-Sham was a more attrac-
tive partner for foreign supporters looking for a reliable partner in the Syrian
conflict.

Over time, the changing nature of the military fronts necessitated internal re-
structuring within Ahrar al-Sham. The group’s earlyleaders, especially Abu Talha
al-Ghab, recognised the need to create a specialised central force with specific
skills that could be more effectively deployed throughout the country. Although
this force was not immediately established, Ahrar al-Sham’s strategy of alliances
provided an opportunity to implement the idea (Ahrar al-Sham, 2015h). By in-
tegrating Suqur al-Sham, a leading armed opposition group in the early stages
of the conflict from al-Zawiyya mountains that was already interconnected with
Ahrar al-Sham leadership in familial, local, and regional networks, Ahrar al-
Sham thought that it could transform it into its central military force. This move
would have allowed Ahrar al-Sham to dissociate local brigades responsible for
manning the front lines from a more professional military force that could better
fight regime forces throughout the country. The agreement reached between
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Abhrar al-Sham and Suqur al-Sham in the summer of 2015 delegated this respon-
sibility to Suqur al-Sham. According to an Ahrar al-Sham leader:

The idea was that Suqur al-Sham would become the central military force of
Ahrar al-Sham as Jaysh al-Suqur. Abu ‘Isa al-Sheikh is a good man and he was
strong in his region. But the movement did not support him, unfortunately,
and it never really happened. Abu ‘Isa also felt isolated from remaining leaders.
He was not like them so he decided to leave.

The establishment of a central military force faced obstacles from within
Ahrar al-Sham itself. The decentralised nature of the alliance system that formed
the basis of the movement meant that power was dispersed among various
leaders and brigades, leading to competition and potential conflict. This was
exacerbated by the loss of the group’s core leadership in September 2014, which
created further power vacuums.®® The formation of a central force would have
required significant changes to the group’s internal power dynamics, potentially
giving more power to the central force and altering the balance of power among
the group’s various brigades.

As Ahrar al-Sham institutionalised internally, it sought to signal a shift away
from exclusively pursuing military objectives. The group tried to present a com-
prehensive alternative to the Syrian regime. With the acquisition of new territo-
ries, the group recognised the need to improve its external institutionalisation,
which included establishing local governance structures capable of providing
social services and enforcing law and order. Ahrar al-Sham’s wide-ranging social
networks enabled it to become a central actor of the armed opposition. Its pres-
ence was felt across a broad spectrum of Syrian society, allowing it to mobilise
individuals with diverse skills and experiences. Besides the integration of new
military brigades, other Syrians who had established local groups to conduct
basic humanitarian work or participated in conciliation offices or courts of jus-
tice also joined the group. Many of these individuals had never taken up arms
but were linked to Ahrar al-Sham through overlapping social networks. They
joined the group because of its credibility and broader vision, which many other
military brigades lacked. They include urban youth, students who joined the up-
rising early on, and civil society actors according to my interviews with a range
of Ahrar al-Sham bureaucrats.”

The group’s external institutionalisation differed significantly from that of
other actors, beyond ideological considerations. Despite ideological differences,
armed groups like IS and the YPG monopolised political order in their respec-
tive territories by establishing monopolistic institutions under their direct con-
trol. They replicated state entities and prevented the consolidation of competing
armed groups with whom they would have to share power and responsibilities.
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Their local authority, interactions with their constituencies, and flexibility
varied in time and place, but their hegemonic aspirations were relatively con-
stant features. Although hegemony can be authoritarian in nature, many locals
expressed satisfaction at having a single authority with a relatively clear chain of
command.”! Even foreign NGOs managed to find some modus operandi with IS
until 2014, by using their court systems on specific occasions and paying taxes,
according to numerous interviews with humanitarian workers.”>

Ahrar al-Sham’s approach to its external institutionalisation was distinct from
that of other armed groups elsewhere, owing to the multi-party nature of the
armed opposition in its northwest stronghold. Rather than imposing its au-
thority over other factions, Ahrar al-Sham sought to manage and balance them.
The group collaborated with other factions to police armed opposition-held
areas, replacing previous initiatives that were not connected to local armed
groups. This approach was a response to the weakness of these initiatives led
by civil society activists, who were unable to implement their decisions without
the support of an executive force. But collaborating with other factions had its
drawbacks. While factional consensus allowed for greater inclusivity and rep-
resentation, it was less efficient than single-group hegemony. Moreover, sharing
power among different armed groups could potentially entrench factionalism
over time, as previously mentioned.

This strategy of balancing different factions also explains the group’s re-
luctance to confront other armed groups when necessary, such as ISIS. Ahrar
al-Sham and other factions played a key role in capturing Raqqa, with Ahrar
al-Sham seizing former centres of power and the central bank in the city (al-
Sharq al-Awsat, 2013). Ahrar al-Sham and ISIS were the strongest contenders
at the time. But the armed opposition was inexperienced in governance and
struggled to provide basic services and security, which allowed ISIS to gain a
foothold, selectively attacking individual groups one after the other before
taking over the city (Rosenblatt & Kilcullen, 2019). Despite having the potential
to eliminate ISIS early on, Ahrar al-Sham and others chose not to confront the
emerging threat. This decision was partly motivated by the fear that some group
members would be reluctant to fight fellow Muslims, as revealed in interviews
with leading Ahrar al-Sham members featured in a documentary. The group’s
religious authority at the time, Abu ‘Abd al-Malek al-Shar‘i, acknowledged in a
recorded lecture to soldiers that some members were not ideologically inclined
to shed Muslim blood, unlike ISIS, which excommunicated non-members.

People were not going to fight a group whose banner bears “there is no god
but God” [the Muslim testimony of faith]. They are not used to it. The second
problem is our mentality. This mentality implies that we only fight the disbe-
liever. But that’s wrong.”
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Ahrar al-Sham additionally engaged in the provision of social services. The
group supported bodies such as the Islamic Commission to Administer the
Liberated Areas (al-Hay’at al-Islamiyya li Idarat al-Mataniq al-Muharara)
(Ahmad, 2015) to deliver social services. Social provisions (especially bread
delivery) strengthened the group and helped it expand in certain areas. Ahrar
al-Sham leaders additionally fostered their ties to civil society and the growing
number of professional unions that formed after expelling regime troops. Ahrar
al-Sham leaders also understood the necessity to collaborate with NGOs and
international institutions to strengthen local support. This position helped the
group indirectly assist its local constituency, in contrast with Jabhat al-Nusra,
whose resources were more limited. Ahrar al-Sham protected to a large extent
local civil society against factions that imposed stricter regulations locally.”*
There was occasional local resistance to the group, which forced it to accept
local compromises. For instance, Ahrar al-Sham agreed to conduct municipal
elections in 2016 in Saraqib under local pressure, and share power without
resorting to violence (Gopal, 2018). Ahrar al-Sham was therefore more le-
nient with the local population, which was helped by its primarily local mem-
bership. Accommodating local demands meant that, although demonstrations
occurred against Ahrar al-Sham and other armed groups, they never reached
the antagonism against Jabhat al-Nusra as the latter successively dismantled
factions and occasionally used violence locally against its opponents (Bambers
& Svensson, 2022).

The willingness to include a wide range of individuals with varying beliefs ul-
timately proved detrimental to the group. Many other armed groups regret that,
at some point, one merely had to be Sunni to be able to join Ahrar al-Sham.”®
On the other hand, the inclusion of more committed Islamist militants hindered
the group’s ability to take clear stances on important issues, such as adopting
the Syrian green revolutionary flag and the Arab penal code, which aligned
with mainstream non-Islamist components of the armed opposition, and were
accepted only after 2017. Notably, Egyptian religious scholars who had joined
Abhrar al-Sham opposed these choices, and their allies promoted stricter local ju-
dicial rulings, such as limited applications of Islamic penalties.”® Ahrar al-Sham’s
rapid expansion bolstered claims that the group was more radical than initially
claimed (Hassan, 2016b), and that its actual strength was exaggerated (Hassan,
2016a).

Ahrar al-Sham institutional trajectory reinforced these divisions and never
tully resolved them. The group’s internal institutionalisation, particularly the
dominant role of its leadership council, made it increasingly difficult to un-
dertake internal reforms. Various factions within the group instead acted as
internal lobbies, especially following the death of the group’s top-tier leaders
in September 2014.”7 Decision-making was further complicated by the need
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for consensus among members of the leadership council, which inhibited the
adoption of swift responses to evolving events. As a result, the group’s leader-
ship became a revolving door of different leaders, each with limited power and
prerogatives. These entrenched structures proved difficult to change over time,
as different power brokers were resistant to losing their influence. As a result,
weaker leaders were successively appointed after 2014, perpetuating the group’s
internal divisions.

As a whole, these characteristics explain why Ahrar al-Sham became the
leading armed opposition group by 2015, whose presence in various regions of
Syria and its Islamist political project that was amenable to collaboration with
foreign countries, set it apart from other groups like IS and Jabhat al-Nusra.
Western states were reluctant to classify the group as a “terrorist” organisation
like al-Qaeda and IS, although the United States remained sceptical of the
group (Hubbard, 2015) despite calls by the country’s former ambassador to
Syria Robert Ford to engage it (Ford & El Yassir, 2015). This situation changed
in September 2014, when a significant number of the group’s top leaders were
killed in an explosion, raising concerns about the group’s future. Despite this
setback, Ahrar al-Sham’s institutional foundation and foreign support enabled
its survival and continued expansion in the following year. But the process of
organisational reconstruction was accompanied by the entrenchment of a strong

internal divide that eventually hindered its decision-making processes.”®

Conclusion

The Syrian regime’s historical consolidation contributed to the unique geo-
graphic fragmentation of the armed opposition. Rather than being able to estab-
lish a stronghold and expand from there, armed groups emerged concurrently in
different regions of Syria and struggled to connect with one another. To survive,
successful groups had to carefully balance internal cohesion, prevent dissent,
and avoid overextending themselves. Only a select few, including Ahrar al-Sham
and Jabhat al-Nusra, were able to expand and institutionalise across multiple re-
gions. Others attempted to assert their dominance in a particular area or to build
cross-factional alliances with neighbouring groups instead. Establishing hege-
monic control, as seen with groups such as IS, Jaysh al-Islam, and the YPG, was
a common strategy to consolidate political and military power and mitigate in-
ternal fragmentation.

Ahrar al-Sham was one of the most successful groups during the initial phase
of the war in Syria, with its historical stronghold being in the northwest. This
region was characterised by diverse support networks and a significant number
of foreign fighters, leading to the proliferation of numerous armed groups. Ahrar
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al-Sham emerged as a coalition of Islamist brigades that institutionalised their
relationships with one another before institutionalising internally as they be-
came a movement. This mode of development contributed to Ahrar al-Sham’s
institutional trajectory, de-centralised structure, and local embeddedness in
Syrian communities. It positioned the group advantageously during the inter-
mediate phase of the conflict, although the features that enabled Ahrar al-Sham’s
success at the time eventually hindered its ability to defeat its more cohesive
competitor, Jabhat al-Nusra, in the new phase of the war.



<
Uniting the Armed Opposition

The formation and expansion of the armed opposition presented two key
challenges that justified the need to unite all the groups under a single umbrella.
First, armed groups had to enhance their military capability to defend their ter-
ritories and seize new ones, rather than being a collection of weakly organised
local factions that could not confront the regime and its foreign supporters.
Second, they had to establish new relationships with foreign states to become
credible actors eligible for significant external financial, political, and military
backing. As support for the regime grew, armed groups had to undergo a sig-
nificant qualitative transformation to continue capturing new territories. Short-
term military victories alone were no longer enough. Moreover, armed groups
had to balance military and political priorities to adapt to the changing en-
vironment. If they could not unite the armed opposition, they had to at least
institutionalise cross-factional relations to coordinate their efforts short of a
meaningful organisational unity. While the previous chapter primarily explored
armed groups’ comparative choices through armed opposition-held areas, this
chapter focuses on the impact of external actors on the armed opposition and its
unification. It concludes with the polarisation of the armed opposition around
Ahrar al-Sham and Jabhat al-Nusra by 2016 and the latter’s subsequent takeover.

Synchronising the Rebellion Outside and Inside Syria

The early days of the insurgency were relatively precarious. Between 2011 and
2012, the armed groups lacked sophistication and primarily relied on a limited
number and type of weapons obtained through smuggling markets. They later
supplemented these with spoils of war obtained from regime troops. Cross-
factional coordination was weak and primarily based on local dynamics. As
mentioned in earlier chapters, large fronts formed in Aleppo and Homs around
coalitions of local groups, composed of neighbours, acquaintances, and army
deserters who had very local or personalised loyalty to individual commanders
that did not last. Although small group coordination occurred in the country-
side, it was not formalised under larger umbrellas. Local armed groups coordi-
nated guerrilla hit-and-run attacks against regime checkpoints, gatherings, and
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moving targets.! During this phase of the conflict, foreign countries were only
sporadically involved.

Relations between armed opposition groups, regardless of ideological
or strategic divergences, were not initially antagonistic despite the lack of
institutionalisation. Armed groups of all persuasions collaborated based on
shared interests and immediate military priority. It was common, for instance,
to see Jabhat al-Nusra before the split with ISIS partnering with mainstream
factions affiliated with the Free Syrian Army in specific military battles. One of
Jabhat al-Nusra’s strengths was its use of car bombs against regime targets, which
opened the way for other groups’ ground troops to storm in. Car bombs played
a critical role against fixed targets such as military bases and prisons besieged by
opposition forces. In areas under armed groups’ control, different factions set
up their own headquarters and checkpoints, including inside the border con-
trol of Baab al-Hawa next to Turkey (Kurabi & Drevon, 2018). Initially, they
were not preoccupied with establishing local governance structures, which
remained mostly under civilian control (Quesnay, 2017). Ideological differences
did not cause significant internal clashes and divisions, and individuals fre-
quently switched memberships in different groups based on local needs (ICG,
2012; Baczko et al., 2018: 183). Syrians or foreigners with particular skills no-
tably assisted different groups.? Interestingly, even ISIS members could leave the
group without being punished, unlike the group’s subsequent policy of jailing or
executing deserters. This informally allowed for a relatively good reputation of
armed groups like Jabhat al-Nusra before the split with ISIS (Lister, 2016c).

Although the armed opposition was already internally diverse before for-
eign states started to meaningfully engage the opposition, external intervention
exacerbated internal tensions. While foreign states claimed to seek to unite and
institutionalise the opposition by promoting hierarchical command and control,
their practical support for contending groups contradicted this objective. From
2012 onwards, foreign involvement widened as European and regional states
provided limited military and non-military support to various armed groups
in order to increase pressure on the regime. Unlike in Libya, they did not aim
to provide decisive military support to topple the regime, but rather sought to
reinforce the opposition to compel the regime to negotiate with its opponents
(Phillips, 2016: 125-146).> However, the involvement of foreign sponsors only
reinforces factional alliances by punishing reluctant factions when sponsors do
not compete with one another (Popovic, 2018), which was not the case in the
early years of the Syrian conflict.

The initial attempts to institutionalise external support into a cohesive
organisational structure that could unify the armed opposition in Syria repeat-
edly failed (O’Bagy, 2013; Lister, 2016e). These efforts began with the formation
of the Higher Revolutionary Council in February 2012 and the Joint Command
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in September 2012. Mutual suspicion between Qatar and Saudi Arabia, which
favoured their own allies inside and outside the initiatives, plagued these coor-
dinating structures. The most promising attempt to coordinate external support
came in December 2012 with the formation of the Supreme Military Council,
which was designed to amend and unify the previous organisational structures.
The Supreme Military Council was composed of a 30-member council led
by a Chief of Staff officially commanding military fronts all over Syria and
channelling Western and Arab support to vetted groups as armed groups started
to control more territory in the north. Despite these efforts, the Supreme Military
Council continued to suffer from previous shortcomings, including difficulties
in imposing command and control over the factions, monopolising financial
and military support, and institutionalising relations between local factions and
the exiled military leadership. Many local groups continued to leverage inde-
pendent support from various states, including those supportive of the Supreme
Military Council, as well as non-state actors, which further divided the armed
opposition. Even the subsequent creation of the Military Operations Command
in Turkey (Misterek Operasyon Merkezi in Turkish, or MOM) to coordinate
northern factions did not substantially alter these dynamics.

The United States provided external assistance to parts of the armed oppo-
sition.* General David Petraeus first raised the idea in 2012, before beginning
the training of several factions in 2013 (Mazzetti, Goldman, & Schmidt, 2017).
Starting in 2013 and continuing until 2017, over $1 billion was spent on pro-
viding light weapons, training, salaries, and TOW anti-tank weapons, but no
game-changing surface-to-air missiles (Chivers & Schmitt, 2013; Balanche,
2017). The United States selected certain armed groups within the opposition,
subjecting them to vetting for support based on their reliability and lack of affil-
iation with proscribed armed organisations. But this approach encountered nu-
merous challenges, as many armed groups disagreed with the U.S. argument that
they should fight ISIS only, preferring to fight the regime as well (Stein, 2022).
There were also tensions with Turkey, which sought collaboration with specific
groups, notably Ahrar al-Sham, though the United States identified issues with
partnering with it because of its ideological leanings (Stein, 2022: 79). Tensions
between the United States and Turkey also grew due to the latter’s alleged sup-
port for Islamist groups and the former’s increasing support for the Kurdish
YPG through the Pentagon (Solomon, 2017). The U.S. support had limited im-
pact and effectiveness, with the exception of a successful coordination between
Turkey and Saudi Arabia in 2015. Early hopes that the Miisterek Operasyon
Merkezi (MOM) in Turkey could coordinate logistic support and assist the
armed opposition also dissipated. Moreover, the slow approval of plans and
supplies fueled corruption among armed groups and led to exaggerated claims
of their real strength, with many groups inflating their numbers to their external
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sponsors. Additionally, the United States micromanaged the provision of
supplies by asking for intricate details about weapon use in specific battles, par-
ticularly with regard to the TOW anti-tank weapons provided after 2014 (Bauer,
2019). Opponents to the United States’ support for the opposition also insisted
that some weapons ended up in the hands of armed groups like Jabhat al-Nusra,
which used the support for vetted factions as a reason to dismantle them.>

The U.S. program did not aim to achieve an opposition victory, but rather to
create a military stalemate that would force the regime to negotiate a political
solution. In the words of William Burns, the U.S. deputy secretary of state at the
time and current head of the CIA, “the argument for doing more in 2012 to bol-
ster the opposition was never [ ...] about victory on the battlefield. It was about
trying to demonstrate to Assad and his outside backers that he couldn’t win mil-
itarily” (Burns, 2019: 327). This became clear to the Syrian opposition when the
Barack Obama administration refused to strike the regime militarily to its use
of chemical weapons against civilians (Chollet, 2016; Rhodes, 2018; Warrick,
2022). The United States began targeting Jabhat al-Nusra figures instead (Lund,
2014f), before the beginning of a massive military campaign against ISIS later
on. These political decisions suggested to the regime and its supporters that
Western countries had no real intention of intervening decisively in Syria. It re-
inforced the argument of Islamist armed groups that the revolutionaries could
not rely on Western military support. This, in turn, strengthened the growing
role of Islamist groups in the armed opposition, as they were less reliant on
Western countries.

It is instructive to draw parallels between the United States support for the
insurgency in Syria and the Mujahideen in Afghanistan in the 1980s. A particu-
larly insightful perspective comes from Michael G. Vickers (2023), who served
as the Under Secretary of Defence for Intelligence after his time in the U.S.
Army Special Forces and the CIA. Vickers played a pivotal role in furnishing
support to both the Mujahideen in the 1980s and some Syrian factions in the
ongoing conflict. He posits that the United States faced three primary options
in Syria: (1) to deploy a conventional force to directly confront the Assad re-
gime; (2) to launch an air campaign in addition to the support provided to op-
position groups in Afghanistan against the Taliban in 2001; or (3) to back Syrian
mainstream opposition factions through the provision of “arms, ammunition,
training, intelligence, and strategic and operational advice” (Vickers, 2023: 374),
which partially happened. The United States' support in Syria faced two crit-
ical shortcomings according to him. First, it arrived significantly later than in
Afghanistan, with military assistance commencing ten days after the onset of the
Soviet invasion compared to a prolonged twenty-month delay in Syria. Second,
the supply of weaponry was always much more limited. In Afghanistan, the
United States provided more support within a single month than it did over the
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entire twenty-month period in Syria. Vickers instead argued that a more robust
approach could have involved deploying greater airpower and supplying ad-
vanced weapons such as MANPADS to effectively counter Assad's air force.

Foreign involvement in the conflict in Syria created a sense of unity only in
the south. In February 2014, the majority of armed groups became affiliated with
the Southern Front, which institutionalised their interactions by coordinating
financial and military support through the Military Operations Command
(MOC) in Jordan. As described in the previous chapter, the Southern Front was
one of the most successful examples of coordination during the Syrian conflict,
thanks to unified support from Amman. This allowed the front to monopolise
one channel of support, alleviating competition between foreign actors and lim-
iting its negative repercussions on local factions, as in the northwest. Even Jabhat
al-Nusra, which initially held a position of strength in the region, was contained
by the Southern Front and had to coordinate with its local institutions (Abazeid,
2014). However, the cost of this foreign-enforced unity was the near-exclusive
reliance of the armed opposition on Jordan and the United States. Over time,
Jordan’s interests changed, and it ultimately ended its support for the southern
armed groups. When this happened, local groups no longer had any meaningful
alternative, and the armed opposition ended in the region.

Foreign support for Free Syrian Army groups and the growing divide with
Islamist armed groups explain the latter’s attempts to establish their own al-
ternative. The Islamists were cautious of internal competition with foreign-
supported groups and attempted to create alternative fronts to counterbalance
them. Notable initiatives in this regard were the Syrian Islamic Liberation Front
and the Syrian Islamic Front, which aimed to institutionalise cross-Islamist
interactions and potentially unite the Islamist factions in a single alternative
to the Free Syrian Army. It is worth noting that the Syrian Islamic Liberation
Front included important factions that were officially affiliated with the Supreme
Military Council supported by Western countries, including Liwa al-Tawheed,
Jaysh al-Islam, and Suqur al-Sham. This dual membership suggests that the
Supreme Military Council could not monopolise armed opposition-based
initiatives and that key factions that had previously been aligned with the Free
Syrian Army were distancing themselves from the umbrella organisation (Lister,
2016e). The Syrian Islamic Liberation Front and Syrian Islamic Front were later
overshadowed by the Islamic Front, which Ahrar al-Sham promoted to exter-
nally institutionalise cross-Islamist interactions before uniting them under a
common organisational umbrella.

Still, Islamist groups themselves also began to fight one another. In addition
to sporadic conflicts over resources and supporters, armed groups started to
embrace more clearly defined identities and projects. The resulting divergences
escalated into ideological arguments and factional warfare. The conflict began
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in 2013, when ISIS attempted to reassert control over its local affiliate, Jabhat
al-Nusra, and attacked prominent Islamist commanders, including those from
Ahrar al-Sham. The group’s seemingly random—rather than systematic—
attacks antagonised most Syrian groups.® After the gruesome torture and killing
of an Ahrar al-Sham local leader, Abu Rayyan, the group escalated its resort to
violence, allegedly killing a more prominent Ahrar al-Sham commander named
by al-Qaeda leader al-Zawahiri to alleviate internal tensions between Jihadis,
Abu Khaled al-Suri (Lund, 2014g). Internal clashes over territorial control and
resources then translated into ideological arguments and factional warfare.
Although ISIS initially claimed that it did not oppose other Islamist factions,
tensions worsened after it claimed that it was a state to which all other factions
should pledge allegiance. ISIS excommunicated the groups affiliated with Ahrar
al-Sham-supported Islamic Front for collaborating with the military coor-
dination body in Turkey (MOM), striving to establish an inclusive civilian
body, and expressing a willingness to nurture ties to other states (Al-Hay’at al-
Shari’yya, 2014). Internal hostilities began to dominate cross-factional relations.
Armed groups started to institutionalise their ties to one another by forming
new alliances that prioritised the internal fight against ISIS, such as the Jaysh
al-Mujahideen alliance created in the countryside of Aleppo to expel the Iraqi
group (Lund, 2014d). The confrontation with ISIS destabilised the opposition
and imposed a change of priority. It paralleled the growing decentralisation of
the Free Syrian Army (Lister, 2016e). After calling for ISIS to repent and cease
to excommunicate the armed opposition (Abu Khalid, 2013), Ahrar al-Sham
started to mobilise against it as well (Ahrar al-Sham, 2014).

As Islamist groups began to gain influence, Ahrar al-Sham experienced a no-
table upswing in external support from various states, most notably Qatar in co-
operation with Turkey. Qatar started to send much larger military shipments
in coordination with Turkey from an array of sources, including Libya. Qatar’s
choice to support Ahrar al-Sham largely resulted from the group’s own efforts,
as it was transforming into a movement—and not only a coalition of military
brigades—between 2012 and 2013, to expand its political engagement. Ahrar
al-Sham notably sought to nurture diplomatic connections, exemplified by
meetings with figures such as the U.S. ambassador Robert Ford and other
Western diplomats in 2013, as well as the authoring of two op-eds to major
Western newspapers, mentioned in chapter 5. Ahrar al-Sham aimed to make a
strong international case that it was an “acceptable” recipient of foreign military
support, which mattered particularly for Qatar, as it did not want to appear to
be supporting a listed “terrorist” group. The shift towards political and diplo-
matic activities paralleled a significant increase in military aid from this country.
Additionally, individuals who closely collaborated with Ahrar al-Sham and the
Miisterek Operasyon Merkezi in Turkey explain that Ahrar al-Sham did, on
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occasion, obtain weapons from the MOM, despite not being an official part of
the internationally supported mechanism. These acquisitions typically occurred
indirectly and occasionally under various aliases, while avoiding any reference to
Ahrar al-Sham as a group.”

However, foreign countries like Qatar did not propel Ahrar al-Sham’s suc-
cess per se; rather, Qatar recognised Ahrar al-Sham’s inherent strengths and
its potential as an alternative force and decided to support it. While numerous
other factions associated with the Free Syrian Army received substantial mili-
tary backing and political endorsement, often surpassing what Ahrar al-Sham
received, they failed to establish themselves as leaders of the Syrian opposition.
In the case of Ahrar al-Sham, Qatar understood that the group was already a for-
midable player on the ground, with a presence in most opposition-controlled
areas. Additionally, it had a more palatable political image compared to groups
like Jabhat al-Nusra at the time: Ahrar al-Sham, a Salafi armed group, was not
affiliated with al-Qaeda and displayed a willingness to engage with foreign part-
ners, making it a more attractive partner for foreign countries.

The expulsion of IS from northwest Syria and the stabilisation of the front
lines in 2014 sparked the most promising effort to institutionalise the armed
opposition by unifying the remaining groups. With the most uncompromising
component of the armed opposition confined to eastern Syria and Jabhat al-
Nusra temporarily weakened, factional tensions abated. In the summer of 2014,
the largest groups discussed an initiative aimed at unifying the armed opposition
in a single structure. The initiative, “Hold Fast” (Wa ‘Itasamu), aimed to estab-
lish a Revolutionary Leadership Council (Majlis Qiyadat al-Thawra) that would
be inclusive of both Islamist and non-Islamist factions (Lund, 2014e). This
council was designed to unify the opposition’s judiciary, military, and political
organisational structures into one cohesive body that would represent all forces
and gain international recognition. Despite its initial promise, the process ulti-
mately stalled when an explosion decimated the collective leadership of Ahrar
al-Sham in September 2014 (Lund, 2014e).8 According to the head of interna-
tional relations in Ahrar al-Sham, Husam Tarsha, two initiatives were actually
competing at the time:

We wanted to unite all the factions in a common structure, which would have
represented all the political forces in one single umbrella. Five large factions
initially congregated for the project under the council of the five. We contacted
everybody, including the coalition (al-i*tilaf) and the Islamic Council. It took
six months without being revealed to the public. Unfortunately, another ini-
tiative supported by independent preachers competed with this initiative.
They released their initiative before us with a similar content. They claimed
to have united 103 factions and a preparatory committee of 30 individuals. We
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entered the discussions to allow it to succeed but the killing of our leadership in
September ultimately killed the initiative.

The failure of the Revolutionary Leadership Council initiative and the expul-
sion of IS from armed opposition-held territories paralleled Jabhat al-Nusra’s
gradual reassertion of its position vis-a-vis local factions that it accused of
being corrupt or supported by the United States. The United States designated
Jabhat al-Nusra as a terrorist group in December 2012, followed by the United
Nations Security Council, which listed the group under the 1267 sanction re-
gime against al-Qaeda and ISIS in May 2013. The impact of this classification
was limited initially, as Jabhat al-Nusra continued to collaborate with most
armed groups. However, in September 2014, the United States began to strike
a network of commanders linked to Jabhat al-Nusra. U.S. officials denounced
these commanders as the “Khorasan” group or network, despite doubts that
such a group actually existed (Hussain, 2015). Journalists who met individuals
close to this network argue that al-Qaeda had sent some commanders to per-
suade Jabhat al-Nusra’s sub-factions that had joined IS or were leaning towards
the Iraqi group to return to the fold of al-Qaeda (Doornbos & Moussa, 2016b).
However, the United States maintained that these commanders were planning
foreign attacks from Syrian territory. This reinforced Jabhat al-Nusra’s fears that
external military support for the armed opposition could ultimately be diverted
in an internal war against its soldiers, despite the Syrian opposition’s initial reluc-
tance to disavow Jabhat al-Nusra (Zelin, 2012b).

Jabhat al-Nusra took the offensive and defeated specific groups that it
considered corrupt or long-term strategic threats, such as Division 30, Jamal
Maarouf’s Syria Revolutionary Front (Jabhat Thuwar Suriyya),” and the Hazm
movement in 2014 and 2015. Hazm rose to prominence in January 2014 until
its dissolution in March 2015. It was an alliance of small factions, with several
previously affiliated with Kata’ib al-Faruq. The group received support from
the CIA, which provided covert support including TOW anti-tank weapons
and training in Qatar. By October of the same year, following U.S. airstrikes
targeting Jabhat al-Nusra, the latter seized Hazm's bases and weaponry, claiming
it as a preemptive measure amid concerns that these resources might be turned
against it. Most of Hazm’s fighters then joined other groups, including al-Jabhat
al-Shamiyya. The Syrian Revolutionaries Front, comprising over ten small mil-
itary brigades, conversely emerged in December 2013 as a counterbalance to
other factional alliances, notably the Islamic Front spearheaded by Ahrar al-
Sham. Despite its early prospects in becoming one of the largest groups in the
northwest, it faced numerous accusations of profiteering at checkpoints and
prioritising involvement in smuggling operations over active engagement in
combat.'® The group grew in influence with external backing from Saudi Arabia,



UNITING THE ARMED OPPOSITION 121

which opposed Syrian Islamists. In October 2014, Jabhat al-Nusra confronted
the Syrian Revolutionaries Front, alleging corruption within its ranks, leading
to its dissolution, with very little intervention from other factions to protect it
(Sly, 2015).

By targeting only specific groups, Jabhat al-Nusra was more astute than IS’s
exclusivism, since it continued to emphasise its alignment with Syrian armed
groups’ revolutionary agenda and willingness to collaborate with other factions.
These decisions accompanied the empowerment of more radical figures, espe-
cially Jordanians, and the marginalisation of more reformist figures. One of them,
Saleh al-Hamawi, later resigned and complained about Jabhat al-Nusra’s weaker
institutional structure with little clear political direction (Hamawi, 2015).

After the summer 2014 initiative failed to unite the opposition, a series of
shared military rooms emerged, comprising prominent armed groups that
agreed to coordinate specific military battles. These military rooms were based
on increasingly sophisticated cross-factional coordination mechanisms, where
armed groups negotiated their material contributions to specific battles and
the distribution of spoils of war. In addition, they established adjudication
mechanisms and courts to resolve factional disputes over resources.!! Over time,
these groups recognised that if organisational unity could not be achieved, more
institutionalised military coordination was still possible.

The most successful institutionalisation of cross-factional military coor-
dination formed at the time. In March 2015, armed groups in the northwest
created Jaysh al-Fath (the Army of Conquest) with the goal of seizing the pro-
vincial city of Idlib (see also Schwab, 2021: 159-162). The coalition emerged
during a time of Qatari, Saudi, and Turkish rapprochement, which facilitated
the institutionalisation of cross-factional military coordination (Ignatius, 2015;
Lister, 2015c). The alliance included prominent Islamist factions such as Ahrar
al-Sham, Jabhat al-Nusra, Jund al-Agsa, Faylaq al-Sham, Ajnad al-Sham, Liwa
al-Haq, and Jaysh al-Sunna, with Ahrar al-Sham and Jabhat al-Nusra as the dom-
inant actors. Jaysh al-Fath gave the armed opposition a unique opportunity to
control northwest Syria. It received substantial logistical and military support
from foreign countries that had previously supported contending actors on the
ground. The coalition’s success illustrated the regime’s inability to protect mili-
tary fronts prior to the 2015 Russian intervention. A leading member of Ahrar
al-Sham’s consultative council specified:

Previous shared military rooms occurred in an ad-hoc basis without a clear
system. We merely checked who wanted to participate in specific battle and
then we proceeded with the operation. Jaysh al-Fath was different. There was
a system and regulations that did not exist beforehand. We agreed about what
would happen from the beginning. We named a military leader, chose who
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would rule Idlib afterwards, and determined the spoils of war according to the
contributions of each faction.

The more institutionalised Jaysh al-Fath coalition significantly altered the mil-
itary dynamics on the ground. By synchronising external support from multiple
states that had previously held antagonistic agendas, the military coalition seized
the city of Idlib on March 28, followed swiftly by the expulsion of remaining re-
gime forces from Syria’s northwest. This military momentum led to the decision
to replicate the model elsewhere, resulting in the formation of a division of Jaysh
al-Fath in the Qalamoun region within the next few months. Subsequent shared
operation rooms included Fatah Halab and Ansar al-Shari‘ia, established in
spring and summer 2015 to seize the remaining parts of Aleppo before their re-
placement by Jaysh Halab in 2016. The operation rooms were based on localism
and immediate military priorities. Instead of attempting to unite all the armed
opposition, as in the past, they agreed to coordinate on significant military op-
erations to achieve local military objectives. However, the rationale of the oper-
ation rooms quickly shifted from offensive actions to merely defending newly
conquered areas. While Jaysh al-Fath initiated an offensive phase, the Russian
military involvement that began in autumn 2015 reversed the momentum and
forced armed opposition groups to defend their gains more than to expand them
(table 4.1).

The shared military operation rooms highlighted Ahrar al-Sham’s central role
as a broker between factions associated with the Free Syrian Army (including
Islamist-leaning groups) and more hard-line Islamists. Ahrar al-Sham’s presence
in most armed opposition-held areas and cordial relationships with the
majority of Syrian armed groups reassured mainstream armed groups that were
wary of military collaboration with Jabhat al-Nusra.!? Additionally, Ahrar al-
Sham and mainstream groups legitimised Jabhat al-Nusras wide participation
in shared military operation rooms, giving the group international cover. Many
factions and international organisations viewed Ahrar al-Sham as a guarantor
of their security and protection locally.!* Even humanitarian actors occasionally

Table 4.1 The main military operation rooms

Operation room Place Period

Jaysh al-Fath Idlib Early 2015

Ansar al-Shari‘a Aleppo  Midto End 2015

Jaysh Halap Aleppo February 2016, then December
Fatah Halab Aleppo  April 2015 to January 2017
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relied on Ahrar al-Sham to protect their local employees and resources.!* While
Ahrar al-Sham did not prevent Jabhat al-Nusra from dismantling several groups,
it acted as a counterbalance to Jabhat al-Nusra’s perceived hegemonic ambitions.

The successes of the military operation rooms presented new challenges for
the Syrian armed opposition. While the shared military coordination helped
achieve important military objectives, close collaboration with Jabhat al-Nusra
drew increased international criticism that the opposition was aligning with
al-Qaeda. The groupss ties to al-Qaeda burdened the armed opposition, as the
regime and its allies exploited the allegiance to al-Zawahiri to discredit the oppo-
sition and portray them as no different from IS. Despite Jabhat al-Nusra’s denial
of planning foreign attacks (Lister, 2015a), external pressure prompted Ahrar
al-Sham to distance itself from the group’s external affiliations. For instance, Abu
Jaber al-Sheikh, Ahrar al-Sham’s leader in 2015, insisted on the group’s oppo-
sition to Jabhat al-Nusra’s external affiliation to al-Qaeda in his interview with
al-Jazeera (al-Sheikh, 2015). Besides, Western states imposed strict conditions
on the provision of specific weapons, such as anti-tank weapons, which had to
be reported and videotaped before further provisioning (Barnard & Shoumali,
2015).1> Some weapons, such as anti-aerial weapons (MANPADS), were not
provided at all.!® It was clear that military collaboration alone would not suf-
fice; a clear political project was needed to alleviate international fears. A former
Ahrar al-Sham leader expressed his frustration, stating:

The idea of Jaysh al-Fath was proposed to liberate Idlib but I thought at the time
that it was a mistake. I wanted to free Idlib for the interest of the revolution and
the city, but I feared that Jabhat al-Nusra would use Jaysh al-Fath for itself. We
should not have allied with them. They had their own objectives and, interna-
tionally, the operation was perceived as if al-Qaeda was taking over a Syrian
city. You could see that in international coverage of the operation!

Ideological and political divergences among the factions further exacerbated
tensions and complicated efforts to establish governance post-territorial con-
trol. The seizure of Idlib raised contentious questions about local governance,
including the role of the factions and the place of Syrian civil society. While
institutionalised military collaboration was relatively easy to establish with co-
hesive foreign support, governance post-territorial control proved to be more
difficult. The coalition tried to prevent internal factional fighting by imposing
its sole control over some areas where non-affiliated groups could not operate
(Jaysh al-Fath, 2016b). The components of Jaysh al-Fath debated the imposition
of military rule versus the creation of a civilian administration in Idlib. Ahrar al-
Sham favoured a civilian administration with a factional quota which was sub-
sequently established in the provincial city given the group’s stronger military
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forces. But other independent religious preachers and groups opposed the entry
of the Syrian opposition from abroad, arguing that Islamic Law should be ap-
plied immediately in the city.'” Ahrar al-Sham insisted in public communiqués
that the coalition included many groups with their own policies and projects,
not just Jabhat al-Nusra, and that it respected citizens’ basic rights (Ahrar al-
Sham, 2016e). A small Salafi Jihadi outfit, Jund al-Agsa, which was more aligned
with IS’s views without being organisationally affiliated, blamed Ahrar al-Sham
for refusing to enforce Islamic Law in the city and inciting Jaysh al-Fath to fight
IS (Jund al-Agsa, 2015). The group left the alliance, and other more main-
stream factions, such as Faylaq al-Sham, Zinki Movement, and Suqur al-Sham,
joined the alliance instead (Jaysh al-Fath, 2016a). These changes preceded mul-
tiple assassinations against other armed groups, which many blamed on Jund
al-Agsa (Abu Sayyaf, 2016b). Ahrar al-Sham attempted to balance its position
by clarifying both the Islamist credentials of the alliance and its position on the
U.N. plan, Turkey, and the United States and Russia (al-Nahhas, 2015a). The in-
clusion of new groups paved the way for the promotion of Jaysh al-Fath as a pos-
sible institutional framework for the armed opposition.

The Bi-Polarisation of the Armed Opposition around
Ahrar al-Sham and Jabhat al-Nusra

The game-changing Russian involvement in the Syrian conflict preceded sev-
eral attempts to revive the moribund political process. The first of these attempts
was a series of meetings that began in Vienna in October 2015, followed by a
conference in Riyadh, Saudi Arabia, two months later. Despite the hostility
of the Syrian regime and Russia, the Saudi meeting aimed to unify the polit-
ical positions of the Syrian opposition, resulting in the formation of the High
Negotiations Committee, which included Ahrar al-Sham but not Jabhat al-
Nusra. This committee aimed at representing the opposition and developing a
shared political program. The subsequent failure to relaunch the Geneva process
led to direct negotiations between the United States and Russia for a country-
wide ceasefire that would receive international support. While a partial cease-
fire was implemented from February to July 2016, the escalation of violence in
the summer of 2017 led to a new deal between the United States and Russia in
September of that year to implement a new cease-fire. Alas, this cease-fire barely
lasted a week.

However, international discussions on the political process were not the
main drivers of violence in 2016. The Russian military intervention that started
in September 2015 reversed the gains made hitherto by the armed oppo-
sition, shifting the balance of power on the ground. The city of Aleppo was a
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key battleground in the conflict, serving as a symbolic, economic, and political
objective for both sides. The opposition had partially controlled Aleppo since
2012. The regime launched an offensive to retake the city in October 2015, with
the support of foreign allies primarily from Iran and Lebanese Hizbullah. Over
the next few months, the regime forces reconquered a series of strategic towns
around Aleppo, gradually isolating the armed opposition-held areas from their
strategic connection to Turkey. By the summer of 2016, regime forces had suc-
cessfully severed armed groups’ supply routes and besieged them, while the
counterattacks launched by the armed opposition failed to yield any signifi-
cant results due to the wide power imbalance. The Battle of Aleppo occurred
in tandem with the U.S. elections, providing a strategic window for Russian in-
volvement. Russia, committed to asserting control over the city, viewed the city’s
capture as a symbolic declaration that the opposition was incapable of victory.
By the end of the year, the regime’s foreign allies had exerted massive military
pressure, forcing armed groups to evacuate the city under a cease-fire agree-
ment. Turkey played a pivotal role in negotiating the surrender of East Aleppo,
facilitating the evacuation of both civilians and fighters from the eastern sector.
As a result, the city of Aleppo was firmly under the control of the regime by the
end of 2016.

Aleppo was lost for internal and external reasons. Internally, the opposition’s
military commander who led armed groups™ forces in Aleppo, Abu al-Abd
Ashida, insisted that the fall was largely caused by internal divisions among the
factions, including fights over supplies and their repartition, and their failure
to fully commit to the defence of the city (Ashida, 2016a).!® He blamed smaller
armed groups for trying to control pieces of territory that they could not prop-
erly defend as well as their weaker religious indoctrination. These divisions
were exacerbated by the regime’s policy of mass targeting and the international
community’s reluctance to engage with the opposition and prevent them from
collaborating with Jabhat al-Nusra. While these internal weaknesses were real,
Aleppo was also lost for external reasons. Aleppo simply could not remain in
opposition hands with isolated Turkish backing. As the main backer of the op-
position, Turkey could not compensate for the reduction of Gulf and interna-
tional support for the armed opposition. Turkey could not, in isolation, secure
Aleppo considering the combination of Iranian and Russian military support
for the regime’s military reconquista. Turkey instead decided to prioritise the
use of Syrian armed opposition groups in its own operations in the north of the
country against the Kurdish YPG. Some Syrians blame the transfer of opposition
troops from Aleppo to the north as an underlying reason for the fall of the city,
though this represents only parts of the picture.'’

These political and military developments increased pressure on the armed
opposition to unite. With the failure of the 2014 initiative and internal disputes
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within Jaysh al-Fath, the need for organisational unity became a political neces-
sity to present a coherent external political representation. It was also a military
necessity imposed by Russian support for the regime, as the loss of Aleppo to the
regime made it essential for the opposition to unite. While organisational unity
was previously viewed as an opportunity to achieve new victories, it had now be-
come a defensive mechanism to cope with significant external threats. This shift
in perception was due to the serious nature of the threats facing the opposition,
including the military might of the regime’s foreign allies and the need to present
a united front in the face of international pressure.

While armed groups still occupied other Syrian regions, the primary focus of
the unification of the armed opposition centred on the northwest by 2016. This
region had become the main stronghold of the armed opposition, benefiting from
the most reliable external support. The imbalance between armed opposition-
held territories worsened as the opposition lost ground in other areas, leading
them to regroup in the northwest. As explained in detail later in this chapter,
successive attempts were made to unite the armed opposition in the northwest,
driven by the multi-factional order that had consolidated in the region by 2016.
The northwest regions unique characteristics prevented the imposition of a
single group’s hegemony, making consensus-based political and military unity
the only viable option. As such, the process of unification required extensive
negotiations and a willingness to compromise among the various factions.

The armed opposition polarised around Ahrar al-Sham and Jabhat al-Nusra
by 2016. The Free Syrian Army was merely a patchwork of local gatherings
without real prospects, despite the military efficiency of some of them. The lo-
calism of Free Syrian Army armed groups prevented their transformation into
a nation-wide alternative. The only groups that could realistically unite the op-
position after the expulsion of IS were Ahrar al-Sham and Jabhat al-Nusra, the
groups that managed to expand significantly throughout discontinuous geo-
graphic areas around recognisable political projects. There were real ideological
differences between them. Ahrar al-Sham embraced a relatively more flexible
approach to other groups and Syrian civil society, while Jabhat al-Nusra was ini-
tially more ideologically committed to more narrow religious and political views.
Despite the latter’s public reassurances that it would not set harsh structures of
governance while the conflict continued, many actors were suspicious of Jabhat
al-Nusra. They notably denounced its philosophy of domination (taghalub)
against the armed opposition.?

But ideological divergences was not the most salient difference between
Ahrar al-Sham and Jabhat al-Nusra. Ahrar al-Sham was the product of a series
of institutionalised mergers and alliances, resulting in a group characterised
by a balanced distribution of internal power, making it more amenable to fac-
tional negotiations, though this also led to a lack of ability to make quick and
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decisive decisions. On the other hand, Jabhat al-Nusra consolidated in a top-
down concentration of power, with more solid control held by its leader and
his close associates. Despite being weakened by the split with IS in 2014, Jabhat
al-Nusra maintained strong internal discipline and cohesion, which allowed for
expanding recruitment and local embedding over the previous few years (Lister,
2016c). These contrasting organisational patterns influenced the respective
groups’ approach to the unification of the armed opposition and its practicalities.

Ahrar al-Sham and Jabhat al-Nusra had diverging views on the unification
of the armed opposition. Ahrar al-Sham advocated for a broad merger of all the
groups, while Jabhat al-Nusra was more cautious and preferred to unite only
with factions it trusted. A major obstacle to the unification of these groups was
Jabhat al-Nusra’s relationship with al-Qaeda. Ahrar al-Sham insisted that Jabhat
al-Nusra must officially break off from al-Qaeda to avoid being designated as an
international terrorist group, whereas Jabhat al-Nusra was concerned about the
potential negative impact on its internal cohesion if it severed ties with al-Qaeda.
Several prominent commanders and sub-factions would ultimately leave the
group when it eventually broke with al-Qaeda, which had been one of Jabhat
al-Nusra’s leaders’ biggest fears. Abu Abdullah al-Shami, the group’s highest reli-
gious figure, argued:

We didn’t want to face the issue that we faced when we split with IS. Everybody
was scared of what could happen. For me, what mattered what the interest of
the Syrian jihad and not the interests of al-Qaeda. But there were strong voices
against it. [al-Qaeda leaders] Sayf al-Adl and Ayman [al-Zawahiri] opposed
it. People who later joined Hurras al-Din?! were sitting in their houses be-
fore vehemently opposing this decision. They were sending wrong informa-
tion to Ayman [al-Zawahiri], who was afraid that what happened with IS was
occurring again.

In early 2016, a group of religious scholars close to several Islamist factions,
including Ahrar al-Sham and Jabhat al-Nusra, launched the first initiative
(Mubadarat Ahl al-Tlm) to unite the armed opposition under a consultative
council (majlis al-shura) that would govern the areas under armed groups’
control.?? The initiative failed due to two primary reasons. First, the factions
demanded that Jabhat al-Nusra break off its ties with al-Qaeda before joining the
new entity, while Jabhat al-Nusra argued that the creation of a new group would
cancel any external allegiance. Second, Jabhat al-Nusra mistrusted many factions
and demanded that they clarify their positions on issues such as the political
process, the application of Islamic Law, and the protection of foreign fighters
(Bajis, 2016). While these conditions allowed Jabhat al-Nusra to be responsive
to the initiative without committing to it, it also signalled to its members that
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the group would not compromise on its core commitments. Given the popular
pressure to unite, no faction wanted to appear publicly as the main obstacle to
organisational unity. Jabhat al-Nusra thus proposed a more limited merger with
only the factions in Jaysh al-Fath, but this plan was rejected, as it failed to address
Jabhat al-Nusra’s position on al-Qaeda, as noted by the head of Suqur al-Sham
Abu ‘Tsa al-Shaykh (al-Shaykh, 2016d).

Pressure from Ahrar al-Sham and other opposition groups informed the de-
cision of Jabhat al-Nusra to renounce its ties to al-Qaeda. Ahrar al-Sham and
its allies insisted that organisational merger was impossible as long as Jabhat al-
Nusra kept its allegiance to al-Qaeda. They believed that any new entity inclusive
of Jabhat al-Nusra would be listed as a proscribed organisation by foreign coun-
tries. After heated internal debates, Jabhat al-Nusra recognised that its ties to al-
Qaeda would continue to hinder organisational unity (Lister, 2016¢). The ties to
al-Qaeda also allowed Russia to justify exemptions to cease-fires and continue to
strike large areas in armed opposition-held territories, including where Jabhat
al-Nusra was weak or absent. The United States had independently targeted
many prominent Jabhat al-Nusra leaders in drone attacks and could not oppose
Russia’s claims, though it rejected Russia’s claims that Ahrar al-Sham was simi-
larly a terrorist organisation (Nichols, 2016). Jabhat al-Nusra’s embeddedness in
the opposition, which was a strength to the group’s survival, had become a real
burden on everyone else. Although the opposition understood that Jabhat al-
Nusra pledged allegiance to al-Qaeda in 2013 to survive the split with ISIS, they
were now pressuring the group to renounce it.?> Ahrar al-Sham was adamant
that no unification could occur as long as Jabhat al-Nusra remained committed
to Zawahiri’s organisation. While Ahrar al-Sham managed to avoid international
designation as a proscribed group linked to al-Qaeda, the group was aware that
its military collaboration with Jabhat al-Nusra dismayed Western countries, in-
cluding the United States. Despite the group’s divergences with al-Qaeda and
ISIS, repeated efforts to engage with Western countries were obstructed by its
military collaboration with Jabhat al-Nusra, which precluded real Western mili-
tary support (Hubbard, 2015).

Jabhat al-Nusra engaged in extensive internal consultations to reach a con-
sensus on breaking ties with al-Qaeda.?* This decision was not taken lightly, as the
group was concerned that some members might defect and refuse to join a new
organisation. To ensure that the rupture was Islamically acceptable, the group
engaged in internal discussions with al-Zawahiri’s envoy in Syria, Abul-Khayr
al-Masri, who was also the deputy leader of the organisation. Abul-Khayr was
incidentally released by Iran as part of a prisoner swap with al-Qaeda in Yemen,
exchanging him for a diplomat captured there, prior to his journey to Syria in
late 2015 (Callimachi & Schmitt, 2015). Jabhat al-Nusra was able to justify the
break by citing al-Zawahiri’s previously publicised position that the interests
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of the Syrian jihad take precedence over those of al-Qaeda as an organisation.
Additionally, Jabhat al-Nusra argued that the difficulty of maintaining regular
contacts with al-Zawahiri meant that it had the right to make decisions based on
rapidly changing circumstances. According to Abu Abdullah al-Shami:

You have to understand the nature of our contacts with al-Qaeda. We would
interact with them intermittently. We would send a message and receive an an-
swer three months later. But the situation in Syria was changing on a daily basis.
By the time we received their answer, the situation would be totally different.
I have the interest of the revolution at heart more than the interest of al-Qaeda.
Our connection to al-Qaeda became an impediment to a full merger but we
needed to renounce al-Qaeda in an acceptable jurisprudential [fighi] manner.
When Abul-Khair came to Syria after an exchange of prisoners with al-Qaeda
in Yemen, he understood the nature of the revolution and supported us.

Jabhat al-Nusra rebranded in the summer of 2016, changing its name to
Jabhat Fath al-Sham and renouncing its allegiance to al-Qaeda.?® The group ini-
tially insisted that it remained committed to its Salafi beliefs and the foundations
of jihad in Islamic law (Jabhat Fath al-Sham, 2017b). Jabhat Fath al-Sham was
only an internal rebranding without organisational expansion (Atun. n.d.). But
the decision was internally contested by some prominent members, who left
the organisation.?® There were also rumours that many others would have also
left had the split not occurred (Lister, 2016d). Notable debates contested the
group’s continued ties to al-Qaeda, with some accusing Jabhat Fath al-Sham of
trying to mislead Western countries by claiming to have renounced its ties while
maintaining a secret allegiance. But the group’s subsequent actions suggested
that it was more concerned with deluding internal al-Qaeda supporters than
Western countries. Despite this controversy, other groups such as Ahrar al-Sham
praised Jabhat Fath al-Sham’s creation, though they lamented that it came too
late (Ahrar al-Sham, 2016m; Tajamu’ Ahl al-’TIlm, 2016a). Al-Qaeda central and
its ideologues were furious with the decision. The Salafi Jihadi ideologue Abu
Muhammad al-Magqdisi lamented:

HTS tricked us. [Abd al-Rahim] Atun [aka Abu Abdullah al-Shami] sent me a
message saying that they were facing a possible alliance of the US and Russia
against them, and that they needed to change the name of their group. He said
the change was not real, and that a secret allegiance would remain. He added
that Abu Faraj al-Masri [a close associate of Ayman al-Zawahiri] and Abul-
Khair [al-Masri, the number 2 of al-Qaeda] accepted it tactically. But once it be-
came public, Sayf al-Adl contacted me. He was furious and said that the group
lied and had no right to take this decision. So I withdrew my support. While
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Atun said that the decision would be withdrawn if al-Qaeda refused, they did
not rescind their decision and preferred to maintain the split with al-Qaeda.

The loss of Aleppo in late 2016 accelerated discussions on unification among
the opposition groups. After one year of Russian intervention in the conflict,
the opposition realised that it could not win the war against the combination of
Russian air support and foreign ground troops. This realisation put pressure on
the groups to resume previous discussions on unity, especially since Jabhat al-
Nusrass ties to al-Qaeda had officially disappeared. In December 2016, two uni-
fication processes occurred simultaneously. The first process involved factions
more closely aligned with the Free Syrian Army as well as Faylaq al-Sham, Jaysh
al-Islam, and Ahrar al-Sham. The second process involved Jabhat Fath al-Sham,
Ahrar al-Sham, Suqur al-Sham, and Liwa al-Haq. The second alliance placed
conditions on non-collaboration with the Turkish military operations in the
north. Jabhat Fath al-Sham did not want to be sidelined by the first initiative
and strongly favoured the second initiative. But this deepened internal divisions
within Ahrar al-Sham over its strategic priority, reflecting long-standing
hesitations and disagreements of the previous few years (Rida, 2016b). As a re-
sult, Ahrar al-Sham was unable to make a consensual decision, which further
complicated the unification process.?”

After a series of uncertain negotiations, Ahrar al-Sham’s leader Ali al-‘Omar
initially agreed to join Jabhat Fath al-Sham in a new entity, but the group’s con-
sultative council opposed the decision and backtracked. Many leaders and
commanders, especially those who felt closer to the revolutionary groups,
refused to join Jabhat Fath al-Sham in the new alliance. They believed that
granting military control to Jolani while severing ties with Turkey was equivalent
to committing suicide, as this move would hasten the demise of the movement
under international terrorist listing (Al-Shaykh, 2016a). Conversely, foreigners
and individuals favouring a more military-focused approach were more inclined
to join HTS. Intense debates ensued over the institutional formation of the new
entity, including the consolidation of sub-brigades, centralisation of weapons,
appointment of commanders, and the future of smaller factions that were not
willing to accept superior authority (Al-Atrash, 2017). Only a newly formed
sub-faction of Ahrar al-Sham, Jaysh al-Ahrar, joined Jabhat Fath al-Sham along-
side other smaller factions, forming a new entity called Ha'yat Tahrir al-Sham
(HTS).2® An Ahrar al-Sham leader who was close to Turkey but still advocated
for joining HTS described his thought process:

Our internal position was difficult at the time. We were faced with very strong
internal divisions. Our sheikhs were supportive of a broader union and the
street was pushing for it. Outside, there was a real threat from Jund al-Aqsa. We
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had to make a decision accordingly. We could have controlled Jabhat al-Nusra.
They could be in charge of the military while we would have controlled in-
ternal security and the consultative council. They could have ended the threat
posed by Jund al-Agsa. So we can say that I agreed about the general principal
of union (indimaj) but mostly diverged on the detail. I insist. We could have
controlled them and our bases would not have left us.

The localised nature of the armed opposition shaped the nature of inter-
factional competition when unity failed. Neither Ahrar al-Sham nor Jabhat Fath
al-Sham had the ability to effectively deter their sub-units from leaving, or to
exert control over the other group. This was particularly evident in the case of
Ahrar al-Sham, which historically had a less centralised and ideologically cohe-
sive structure than Jabhat al-Nusra. Consequently, the cost of desertion was very
low for the local sub-units. A prominent military commander lamented at the
time of the split with Jaysh al-Ahrar in early 2017:

The killing of our leaders in 2014 had a major impact on us. We were becoming
a conglomeration of local groups with many internal issues. We were stabilising
when the split with them occurred. Our internal divisions weakened our
ability to resist initially. Those who kept the revolutionary line stayed with us
while those who were more inclined toward Jabhat al-Nusra joined them and
fought us.

Ahrar al-Sham and Jabhat Fath al-Sham strived to present themselves as
the most legitimate Islamic group, hoping to gain broad support. This struggle
played out in a flurry of online statements, with each side claiming that sub-
brigades were defecting to the other group.?® Some larger sub-units countered
with their own statements reaffirming their loyalty to their respective groups
or conversely supporters stressing the importance of unity with Jabhat Fath al-
Sham (n.m. 2016.c). Meanwhile, Jabhat Fath al-Sham consolidated support by
swaying previously independent religious scholars who blamed Ahrar al-Sham
for the failure to unite the armed opposition (al-Muhaysani, 2016). Ahrar al-
Sham sought legitimacy through institutions such as the Islamic Council.

The difficulty in imposing control over all the sub-groups forced Jabhat Fath
al-Sham to emphasise its own domestic Islamic legitimacy as well. The group
was closer to the Consultative Council of the People of Science (Majlis al-
Shura Ahl al-Tlm), a Salafi alternative to the Islamic Council.*® But the council
still denounced Jabhat Fath al-Sham’s next iteration, HTS, for attacking other
factions (Majlis Shura Ahl al-Tlm, 2019a). Many members of the council also
resigned over time. HTS was initially unable to unify judicial and religious
rulings in the occupied province as an alternative to the Islamic Council, which
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was based mostly abroad but was more inclusive of both Salafi and non-Salafi
influences. Unlike the Islamic Council, which was backed by many Islamist
factions, the Consultative Council of the People of Science did not have wide-
spread factional endorsement.

HTS therefore gathered Jabhat Fath al-Sham, Jaysh al-Ahrar (formerly in
Abhrar al-Sham), the Zinki Movement, and Ansar al-Din, Jaysh al-Sunna, and
Liwa al-Haq under a single organisational umbrella. Responsibilities were
shared among constituting groups. Former Ahrar al-Sham leader Abu Jaber al-
Sheikh was named general commander, Jabhat Fath al-Sham’s al-Jolani became
the military leader, and the head of Zinki Movement’s Shahab al-Din assumed
the function of head of the consultative council. HTS additionally integrated
most of the independent Islamist religious preachers who had proliferated
during the Syrian conflict under its umbrella, including many scholars who were
in the Consultative Council of the People of Science (Hay’at Tahrir al-Sham,
2017c). Their integration aimed at controlling independent religious voices to
ultimately restrain their influence on the ground by institutionalising their role
and functions inside the new group.

After a low-level confrontation with HTS, Ahrar al-Sham absorbed several
factions previously aligned with the Free Syrian Army to protect them. These
smaller groups felt threatened by HTS, which they denounced for attempting
to dominate the opposition (taghalub). Ahrar al-Sham became a protective
umbrella organisation for these factions, arguing that it could unite all re-
maining factions, protect them, and create a general council to decide on po-
litical, military, religious, and judiciary affairs (Ahrar al-Sham, 2017f). The
new groups that joined Ahrar al-Sham were Suqur al-Sham, the Jaysh al-Islam
affiliate in the north, a faction of al-Jabhat al-Shamiyya, Jaysh al-Mujahideen,
and Fastaqim group (Ahrar al-Sham, 2017¢; Suqur al-Sham, Jaysh al-Islam,
Jaysh al-Mujahideen, Fastaqim, Jabhat al-Shamiya, 2017). Independent reli-
gious scholars encouraged this decision, asking Ahrar al-Sham to protect these
factions and integrate them into the group’s consultative council (Zayn al-Din,
Harush, & ‘Aloush, 2017). Alas, the integration of these groups into Ahrar al-
Sham’s organisational structures was more symbolic than real, as they did not
immediately get a seat in its consultative council.*! The polarisation of the armed
opposition was only the beginning of a looming internal military confrontation.

The inability to achieve broader unity resulted in the division of northwest
Syria into two main poles. Ahrar al-Sham’s continued strength posed a threat
to HTS, which feared that foreign countries, particularly Russia, could pressure
Turkey to use a group like Ahrar al-Sham as a possible conduit to act against it.
As a result, military hegemony over northwest Syria became the only means for
HTS to impose a new regional and international reality that other actors would
ultimately have to accept and manage (Heller, 2017b). Since unity could not
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materialise through cross-factional negotiations, it had to be imposed militarily.
The subsequent internal power struggle was therefore not the result of irrecon-
cilable ideological differences, but the outcome of a logic of survival between
two groups competing to lead the armed opposition in northwest Syria.

In July 2017, the internal conflict between Ahrar al-Sham and HTS began,
with the outcome being determined by these groups’ respective organisational
structures and local dynamics (Abazeid, 2017; Haid, 2017b). Ahrar al-Sham
was rooted in its local communities, but its military forces were de-centralised
and still in the process of centralisation. HTS further weakened Ahrar al-Sham
by creating sub-groups in areas where Ahrar al-Sham had its strongest military
presence, putting pressure on group members not to engage in factional fights to
preserve these localities (Abazeid, 2017). Some Ahrar al-Sham sub-groups had
to remain neutral or even declare allegiance to HTS for protection (Ahrar al-
Sham, 2017e). HT'S was also ideologically more prepared, having indoctrinated
its fighters well in advance of the conflict. It made effective use of its central mili-
tary force and foreign fighters to seize strategic locations, particularly the border
of Bab al-Hawa with Turkey and the roads leading to the Shia villages of Fu‘a and
Kafaria, which held significant political and economic value.

The External Subjugation of the Armed Opposition

The antagonism between Ahrar al-Sham and HTS was superseded by re-
gional power politics between Turkey and Russia. After a bilateral cease-fire
agreement signed in December 2016, they conducted talks in January 2017 in
Astana, marking the beginning of the Astana process, which gradually started to
prevail—in practice—over the Geneva UN. track. The main achievement of the
multi-partite negotiations occurred in March and May 2017, when Iran, Russia,
and Turkey established four “de-escalation zones” throughout Syria, including
the largest zone in Idlib and the others in an enclave in the north of Homs, the
Ghouta in the periphery of Damascus, and in the south of the country. The pur-
pose of these zones was to facilitate humanitarian access by officially ceasing
fighting and designating checkpoints and monitoring centres manned by for-
eign troops from the three countries to guarantee the cease-fire. Although the
deal was initially not accepted by the regime or the armed opposition, it ulti-
mately imposed a new dynamic that no armed opposition group, or even the
regime, could directly challenge. However, the implementation of the Astana
process remained contentious, since it was ambiguous enough to be interpreted
differently by the parties, particularly Russia and Turkey (ICG, 2019¢). The
Sochi agreement later introduced additional details clarifying the two coun-
tries’ understanding of the situation in Idlib. Notably, the agreement outlined the
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establishment of a de-militarised zone designed to create a clear separation be-
tween Syrian armed opposition groups and regime troops. Other key provisions
included the mandatory withdrawal of heavy weapons from the front lines, the
withdrawal of proscribed armed groups (including HTS), the facilitation of un-
restricted civilian movement on the M4 and M5 highways, and the implementa-
tion of joint Russian-Turkish patrols along these strategic routes.

The three countries supporting the opposing sides of the conflict transformed
it from open warfare to conflict management. This occurred against the back-
drop of a retreating Trump administration, leading to a sidelining of Western
countries and the Geneva process. The new phase claimed to launch a plan in
which Syria’s constitution would be amended, and the regime reformed. But
these official objectives were interpreted more cynically by Astana opponents,
who viewed the new phase as a tactical move to dissociate and systematically
neutralise each active military front. The regime proved unable to face all fronts
simultaneously due to the dearth of ground troops, so disconnecting each geo-
graphic area was necessary to allow the regime to strike each front individually
while maintaining stability elsewhere.

Despite their diverging visions and preferences, the interests of the three
countries—Iran, Russia, and Turkey—converged for the first time. Iran chose
to disengage from direct military confrontation with the opposition while
cementing its gains in the region and ensuring the regime remained in power
in Damascus. The transformation of the conflict would enable Iran to consoli-
date its economic and political role in Syria by participating in its reconstruction
and embedding itself in strategic areas. Russia’s vision was more ambitious than
Iran’s. While Iran wanted to disengage from direct military confrontation with
the opposition, Russia aimed to reduce its military engagement in Syria while
preserving the regime in Damascus. Against the backdrop of Russia’s own an-
tagonism with Western countries, the stabilisation of Syria would be a signifi-
cant victory for Russia, allowing it to reassert its regional role by demonstrating
its reliability to pro-American regimes after more than two decades of gradual
marginalisation. Russia was able to impose its preferred outcome through a
combination of political support for the regime, particularly in the U.N. Security
Council; military reconquista;, and a disinformation campaign. This was a real
reversal of fortune after nearly two decades of perceived Western hegemony and
support for political change in the region.

For Turkey, the Syrian conflict shifted from being a political card to becoming
a matter of national security. Turkey ultimately agreed to manage the conflict
with Iran and Russia—despite its support for regime change since 2011—for do-
mestic and regional reasons (ICG, 2016). Substantial Western military assistance
to the Kurdish YPG / SDF in the north of Syria in a common fight against IS
infuriated Turkey, which had fought the PKK for three decades.’? The deadlock
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reached by negotiations with the PKK by 2015, partially caused by Turkish do-
mestic policies and an escalation by underground Kurdish groups that launched
attacks inside Turkey, positioned the two actors in a direct confrontation.®® As
the United States began providing military support for the PKK-tied YPG / SDF,
Turkey became increasingly concerned about a scenario similar to the consoli-
dation of an autonomous Kurdish region in north Iraq after 1991. This outcome
could de-stabilise the regional order and encourage the Kurdish population in
Turkey to support a similar move in their own country. Although Turkey did not
essentially modify its posture toward the Syrian regime, it gradually evaluated
the “Kurdish threat” in northern Syria as a more immediate national security
concern, which necessitated a stronger engagement with Russia in conflict
management.

Turkey’s primary objective was to prevent the formation of a contiguous
autonomous Kurdish region in northern Syria under an entity linked to the
YPG, and ultimately the PKK. The YPG began to capture large swathes of the
north of the country with significant American air support and special forces
on the ground after the siege of the Kurdish city of Kobani by IS and massive
U.S. airstrikes against the so-called caliphate. This imposition of a new Kurdish-
led order on a third of Syria created a new strategic threat to Turkey. Kurdish
forces effectively controlled northeast Syria and its oil resources by the end of
the Battle of Raqqa against IS in October 2017. To counter this Kurdish break-
through, Turkey launched a new military campaign called the Euphrates Shield
(dar® al-frat) from August 2016 to March 2017, which officially aimed to fight
both IS and the Kurdish YPG in the west of Kobani. The campaign relied on
a combination of local Syrian armed groups provided with Turkish weaponry
and Turkish air support to take control of the northern Syrian cities of Jarablus,
al-Rai, and al-Bab by spring 2017. The military operation was followed by the
Olive Branch campaign (ghasn al-zaytun) launched in early 2018 to seize the
Kurdish-inhabited areas farther to the west and decisively sever Kurdish zones
in northern Syria with the acquiescence of Russia.

Russia pursued a pragmatic approach in its negotiations with other coun-
tries, taking into account their respective priorities. Russia’s responsiveness to
Turkish fears was not only important for its international position. It was also
a strategic move to weaken NATO by partially dissociating a critical member
from the alliance in the Middle East. As part of the agreement between Russia
and Turkey, Russia sold the S-400 missile system to Turkey, which not only
undermined Western military assistance but also pushed an American red line
due to the risks associated with integrating the system into NATO’s military de-
fence system (Has, 2019). Additionally, Russia engaged in talks with Jordan and
Israel regarding the southern part of the country, while cooperating with the
United States on issues related to northeastern Syria.
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The tensions between Turkey and the United States, stemming from Turkey’s
deepening ties with Russia, transcended the Syrian conflict. The United States
expressed apprehension that the warming relations between Turkey and
Russia, fostered by Vladimir Putin’s support for Turkish president Recep Tayyip
Erdogan during the attempted coup in the summer of 2016, would lead to
Turkey’s acquisition of the S-400 missile defence system from Russia. This posed
a significant concern for the United States and NATO, as the deployment of the
S-400 could potentially compromise the security of NATO’s defence capabilities.
Ultimately, Turkey procured the defence system but refrained from deploying or
actively using it.

Russia’s approach to conflict de-escalation brought the armed opposition
to submission step by step. The campaign started in 2017, when the Astana
process defined four “de-escalation zones” located in (1) the greater Idlib area
(which includes parts of Latakia and Aleppo under opposition control), (2) the
Rastan pocket next to Homs, (3) the eastern Ghouta next to Damascus, and
(4) the southern regions under armed opposition control. By separating each
opposition-held area and addressing the concerns of each key state with strategic
interests in each of them, Russia paved the way for a succession of military op-
erations that allowed the Assad regime to reassert control over three of the four
de-escalation zones.

The military operations followed a similar pattern. Russian forces negotiated
so-called reconciliation processes with local groups that were willing to rein-
tegrate into the state and recognise the sovereignty of the regime. Claiming to
be a guarantor, Russia suggested that some former armed groups could play a
role as local forces, receive amnesty, and regulate their status with the regime
without fear of retribution. When local actors were reluctant to cooperate, they
were pressured into submission or given an escape route to the northwest, where
they could resettle. By isolating these four zones and treating them separately,
Russia prevented a joint military escalation of the armed opposition. Prior to this
strategy, the opposition’s main military strength was its presence on large front
lines with the regime that were difficult to defend given the dearth of ground
troops. The de-escalation and isolation of the four regions allowed the regime to
focus all its military strength on one front at a time, while other fronts were hes-
itant to engage in renewed military confrontation for fear of de-stabilising their
own region. This strategy even proved effective against armed groups like Ahrar
al-Sham and HTS, who were present in different regions but ultimately could
not escape the Russian trap (figure 4.1).

The stance of the armed opposition in relation to Turkey varied. Ahrar al-
Sham expressed its support for a safe zone in the north under Turkish influence
(Ahrar al-Sham, 2015b). The Islamic council and the Salafi-leaning Consultative
Council of the People of Science also praised Turkey for the creation of a safe
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Figure 4.1 The situation before the subjugation of three main armed opposition
groups’ strongholds
https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Situation_in_Syria_(September_2017).svg

zone, particularly if it could help unite factions under a united army (al-Majlis al-
Islami, 2019; Majlis Shura Ahl al-Tlm fi al-Sham, 2019b). But the Salafi scholars
also distanced themselves from what they called the “factions of the Pentagon,”
whom they considered corrupt, and instead aligned themselves with the “sincere
factions” that could create a local administration (Tajamu’ Ahl al-'Tlm, 2016b).
While most other groups endorsed this position, Jabhat al-Nusra had previously
argued that its conception of Islamic Law prevented its participation and
withdrew from the region several years before (Jabhat al-Nusra, 2015a). Then,
when the group became Jabhat Fath al-Sham in 2016, it strongly opposed the op-
eration while acknowledging a divergence of opinion among religious scholars.
Jabhat Fath al-Sham blamed the United States for its support for the PKK and
the American collaboration with Russia in fighting them.. Jabhat Fath al-Sham
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considered any collaboration—even mere coordination—with foreign military
forces in the north to be unlawful (Jabhat Fath al-Sham, 2016a).

The response of the armed opposition to the Astana process similarly differed.
Those with closer ties to Turkey were invited to participate and generally did so.
Ahrar al-Sham conducted internal discussions about the pros and cons of partic-
ipation before ultimately deciding against attending, believing that it would not
lead to a substantial cease-fire. Alas, the group emphasised that it opposed any
internal confrontations between supporters and opponents of the process and
urged mutual respect for the decisions of each group (Ahrar al-Sham, 2017b).
Turkey was furious, thinking that Ahrar al-Sham was not a reliable partner.
Simultaneously, various factions including Ahrar al-Sham, Jaysh al-Islam, Faylaq
al-Rahman, al-Jabhat al-Shamiyya, Jaysh Yarmuk, Jaysh Idlib al-Hur, and Jaysh
al-Nasr continued to express appreciation for Turkey, while assigning blame to
Russia and Iran for the ongoing situation (Ahrar al-Sham, Jaysh al-Islam, Faylaq
al-Rahman, al-Jabhat al-Shamiyya, Jaysh Yarmuk, Jaysh Idlib al-Hur, Jaysh al-
Nasr, 2017). In contrast, HTS was more adamant against the Astana process,
viewing it as an attempt to achieve politically what could not be won militarily.
The group condemned the process as treacherous to God and his messenger, and
accused the Russians of exploiting internal divisions among the factions (Ha'yat
Tahrir al-Sham, 20171, 2017p; Ha'yat Tahrir al-Sham, 2018d).

The regime’s subjugation of the de-escalation zones began with the armed
opposition stronghold of Ghouta in February 2018. Ghouta was a key bastion
of the armed opposition under the leadership of Jaysh al-Islam. The regime’s
military reconquest occurred through heavy bombardment and ground as-
sault, which effectively split the pocket in two and led to its fall by April 2018.
The regime’s use of chemical weapons added further pressure to local armed
groups and their supporters, despite their military ability to resist. During the
negotiations, the Russians attempted to incite defections and reconcile with
each group in their area. They demanded that each group submit its heavy
weapons and accept only the military presence of the regime. Jaysh al-Islam
eventually agreed to a cease-fire with some control over its weapons and the
creation of a Russian control post at the entrance of the area. They also acknowl-
edged the return of the regime’s civilian administration and services, according
to the chief of staff of Jaysh al-Islam (Bayraqdar, 2018). The Russians ultimately
brought the region to submission through a combined strategy of siege and vi-
olence, including the use of chemical weapons by the regime (Atlantic Council,
2018).3* As a result, Jaysh al-Islam moved to the north of Aleppo instead of Idlib
to avoid living under HTS. Turkey imposed certain conditions on the group’s
number of weapons and soldiers, but overall conditions in the area were dif-
ferent from those in Ghouta, since the group was no longer strongly embedded
locally (Hussein, 2018a).
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The Syrian regime’s campaign to retake control of armed opposition-held
areas was swift and effective. Employing a combination of negotiation and co-
ercion, the regime — with Russia’s assistance — secured the surrender of some
insurgents while compelling others into exile to Idlib in the north with the
looming threat of extreme violence for those who resisted (including the re-
sort to chemical weapons in the suburbs of Damascus). The Damascus suburb
was quickly followed by the northern Homs enclave, both of which quickly
surrendered. The armed groups who opposed reconciliation with the regime
were evacuated to northwestern Syria.

In June and July 2018, ground and aerial military pressure on the armed
groups facilitated a relatively quick move toward the Jordanian border. The
south had long been under the sway of external backers, who stopped supporting
the armed opposition in the area, facilitating its submission under Russian
conditions (Al-Jabassini, 2019). The capture of the south was significant, since
it had been a stronghold of the opposition and the epicentre of the Syrian in-
itial uprising. Complicating matters, the existence of the de-escalation agree-
ment had temporarily halted the conflict, leading to a hesitancy among armed
opposition elsewhere, especially in the northwest, to reactivate the northern
front to relieve the pressure on the south.* Such a move might have provided
a pretext for the regime and Russian forces to intensify their bombardment of
the region. The regime and its foreign allies, especially Russia, struck an accord
with Israel to deter the involvement of Iranian-backed forces in the province.
Then, the regime secured control over the border with Jordan, encircled Daraa
city, and negotiated with Russia the surrender of remaining armed opposition
groups. Under the tutelage of Russia, agreements were brokered with local op-
position groups, enabling recently reconciled areas to retain autonomy despite
the Syrian regime’s reclaiming of control. These accords sought to facilitate the
integration of former opposition fighters into local forces aligned with the Syrian
regime. However, this is marred by a darker reality. The reconciliation process,
despite regime assurances of safety, took a grim turn with the arrest of hundreds
of individuals. Some individuals faced forced disappearances or met their de-
mise through torture, starkly contrasting the promised security for those settling
their status through reconciliation.

At the same time, some negotiations did occur between the different parties.
The multi-party war extended throughout the region, up to Iraq and the Gulf.
For instance, in 2017, Qatar and Iran brokered a complex multi-party agreement
involving Ahrar al-Sham and HTS on one side, and Kata’ib Hezbollah in Iraq
on the other.3® The so-called four villages deal aimed to secure the release of 26
members of the Qatari royal family who had been kidnapped in Iraq in exchange
for hundreds of prisoners held by the Syrian regime. The terms of the agreement
involved an exchange of population between two Shia-besieged villages located
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in northwestern Syria, Fouaa, and Kfarya, for two Sunni-besieged, Madaya
and Zabadani, that had been held by armed opposition groups within regime-
controlled areas. Ahrar al-Sham nonetheless emphasised that the expulsion of
people from Fouaa and Kfarya was not its demand, but rather a directive issued
by the regime (Jabhat Tahrir Suriya, 2018). Additionally, Qatar paid a substantial
ransom to various parties involved in the negotiations, including Ahrar al-Sham,
HTS, and Kata’ib Hezbollah. Saudi Arabia referred to the deal to denounce Qatar
for supporting terrorism, and started to be-siege its Qatari neighbour at the time
(ICG, 2023b).

The front lines across Syria reached a relative stabilisation point by July 2018,
with the regime forces managing to seize control of three out of four de-escalation
zones. The remaining armed opposition groups were either concentrated in the
Idlib province located in the northwest or in the Turkish-held areas in the north.
Many groups who lived in the areas newly seized by the regime therefore had to
relocate there, where they joined forces with the local armed groups who already
controlled these regions. This exodus brought the remaining armed opposition
groups under more direct Turkish influence, regardless of their previous ideo-
logical or political divergences.

Merging Remaining Opposition Forces in
Political-Military Statelets

The subjugation of the armed opposition in 2017-2018 marked a crucial turning
point in the Syrian conflict. By July 2018, the front lines had largely stabilised,
with the remaining armed opposition groups congregated in the north and
northwest of Syria under the tutelage of Turkey. The Sotchi talks, which began in
October 2017, spurred the establishment of Turkish military observation points
throughout the Idlib province on the front lines with regime-held areas (ICG,
2018,2019¢). The talks also de-limited a de-escalation zone in Idlib and required
the departure of so-called radical groups from areas closer to the front lines.
Although the terms were flexible, the growing Turkish military presence forced
all the groups to accommodate Turkey as the last true backer of the armed oppo-
sition. Even HTS, which previously attacked armed groups too close to Turkey
and refused to be associated with it, had to find its own modus operandi (ICG,
2019c¢). But these armed groups were not simply Turkish proxy forces. While
some groups lost most of their agency, others managed to maintain sufficient
room for manoeuvre in this new environment.

The Turkish position on the Syrian conflict significantly transformed by 2018
and 2019 (ICG, 2020). Initially, the conflict was primarily a political tool to
gain regional influence. With the 2011 uprisings favouring political movements
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closer to Turkey, the country sought to leverage the conflict to reinforce its influ-
ence in the region, particularly in case of a political transition. But, as the armed
opposition faltered, the conflict became primarily a security issue for Turkey.
In addition to opposing the establishment of an autonomous foreign-supported
Kurdish entity in northern Syria, Turkey increasingly aimed at (1) limiting the
flow of refugees and (2) preventing the infiltration of militants, which could
weaken its political leadership at home (figure 4.2).

The Turkish-backed armed forces are mainly located in the northern areas
along the border with Turkey, which are marked in light green on Map 7.1.>”
These forces initially operated in Operation Euphrates Shield against ISIS and
Kurdish forces, and officially formed the Syrian National Army (al-Jaysh al-
Watani al-Suri) in December 2017. While the new army was intended to serve as
the basis for a national army, it remains a symbolic organisational umbrella for
pre-existing groups. The three main military components of the new army (the
Victory Bloc, Sultan Murad, and al-Jabhat al-Shamiyya) became three legions,
later supplemented by a fourth additional legion. Ahrar al-Sham’s forces in
northern Syria joined the third legion, while its exiled forces from Homs joined
the fourth legion. Turkey provides direct financial and training support to the
national army, which it has used to further its own objectives in the north of the
country, particularly against the Kurdish YPG.* Despite Turkey’s involvement,
persistent factional infighting and a lack of internal reorganisation have severely
hindered the operational cohesion of the national army, resulting in a series
of internal divisions, mergers, and disputes (e.g., Al Nofal, 2022). As a result,
Turkey has not effectively disciplined the new army or asserted real control over
its internal components. Some of these groups were subsequently used as a con-
duit to mobilise foreign fighters to other conflicts, such as Libya and Azerbaijan,
fuelling criticisms from Syrian actors who are otherwise supportive of Turkey
(Tsurkov, 2020; Wehrey, 2020).

The Syrian National Army, directly trained and supported by Turkey,
represents only a limited component of the armed opposition in the north of the
country. The majority of remaining groups are located in the province of Idlib.
The loss of the three other armed opposition-held territories eliminated the
comparative advantage the opposition had in exploiting the weakness of regime
ground troops. Although regime forces continue to face a shortage of soldiers,
the concentration of military strength in one area alleviated this disadvantage.
The so-called reconciliation process with former armed groups who agreed to
stay in their regions after their seizure by regime forces helped the latter forcibly
conscript new troops among former armed groups by threatening them with
prison sentences.

The final phase of the conflict presented the greatest challenge yet, requiring
a more comprehensive internal and external institutionalisation of the armed
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Figure 4.2 Initial Turkish observation points defined in 17 September 2018

https://upload.wikimedia.org/wikipedia/commons/thumb/1/18/Turkish_Observation_Points_
in_Idlib.svg/800px-Turkish_Observation_Points_in_Idlib.svg.png
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opposition. To succeed in this new environment, it needed a single political-
military project to balance the military and political necessities of the conflict
while representing the region both regionally and internationally. The exist-
ence of two groups broadly aligned with two conflicting political projects was
unsustainable. Many armed groups were reluctant to deploy their best troops
and heavy weaponry to the front lines, fearing a loss of power vis-a-vis their
rivals. While shared military operation rooms previously consolidated to re-
spond to immediate military threats posed by regime forces, they did not fully
institutionalise the collaboration of armed groups’ specialised units in the long
run. The only durable solution was the consolidation of a structured entity sim-
ilar to an army, with a unified chain of command, specialised units, and addi-
tional local de-centralisation. This step was particularly crucial given the speed
with which other fronts, particularly in the south, fell under the regime’s military
assault. The new international configuration also meant that victory would not
be purely military. The armed opposition required significant external support
from not only Turkey but also Western countries to resist a full-scale regime as-
sault. The armed opposition could make any full-scale regime attack extremely
costly, but it could not prevent it. Thus, unifying political authority was a neces-
sary step in this direction.

The institutionalisation of a unified armed opposition nonetheless faced
the reality of northwest Syria. The region’s internal diversity and the arrival
of factions exiled from other regions posed significant challenges. Although
the number of groups had shrunk by 2017-2018, with a limited number of
significant actors largely affiliated with two contending poles, the divide be-
tween Ahrar al-Sham and HTS still largely hindered their merger. Their idea-
tional proximity shaped the nature of competition between them, which was
more threatening than it would have been between ideologically opposed
groups that do not cater to the same constituency (Pischedda, 2018). HTS’s
fears were fueled by real threats that Turkey could encourage other groups to
fight it as part of the Astana process (Heller, 2017c). HTS also suffered from
financial instability. According to a former leading Jabhat al-Nusra member,
Ali al-Arjani, the group had previously relied on spoils of war and seizure of
resources from other factions (Al-Arjani, 2019). But the group did not have
stable financial incomes even as it became the leading armed group when it
established HT'S.

A HTS religious scholar at the time, who was previously affiliated with
Ahrar al-Sham and was later excluded from HTS itself, Abu al-Fath al-Farghali,
presented three main reasons for the internal confrontation between the two
groups, where he stood in favour of HTS. He argued that (1) Ahrar al-Sham’s
civilian project was a threat to HTS, (2) HTS needed to control the border with
Turkey and expel Ahrar al-Sham from it, and (3) HTS’s perceived hegemony
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would allow the group to force Turkey to rely on it as an intermediary instead of
other groups.®

Abhrar al-Sham tried to respond to its inability to push back HTS. The group
suffered significant losses in terms of military equipment and economic re-
sources when Jaysh al-Ahrar split, as well as lucrative economic incomes when
the border control of Bab al-Hawa with Turkey was lost to HTS. Despite the
participation of multiple groups seeking protection against HTS’s hegemonic
aspirations, the sheer number of groups does not necessarily equate to military
efficiency, particularly against a more disciplined contender. Ahrar al-Sham’s
past trajectory of institutionalised alliances with other groups positioned it as
a critical broker between different networks and groups. But the group was
organisationally impotent from 2014 to 2017 and failed to deter HTS. The
group seized the opportunity of a prisoner exchange with the regime to ap-
point a new leader, Hassan Sufan, who had previously played a prominent role
in prison. Sufan criticised the multiple deficiencies of the group and undertook
some internal reforms upon taking over in October 2017. One of the signif-
icant changes Sufan implemented was the resumption of his predecessor ‘Ali
al-‘Omar’s efforts to establish centralised military forces not solely based on spe-
cificlocalities. According to former Ahrar al-Sham leader and member of its con-
sultative council, Abu Yahiyya al-Hamawi:

We have developed three different types of military forces: the commandos
(mughawir), the special forces, and the frontline patrols (ribat). They have
different levels of training and specialisation. The commandos are the most
well equipped and trained. They are, along with the special forces, centralised
and not based on geography like before. They were built two and a half year
ago [early 2018]. We were starting to train and equip them when HTS took
over, which explains why we were unable to fight initially. Although we lost
the first battle, we were much better in the second phase since preparation was
underway.

HTS conversely lost momentum following the initial joining of several prom-
inent groups and independent religious preachers. Despite making initial gains
against Ahrar al-Sham, HTS’s unification project failed to merge all the groups
and impose a new reality on regional states and the international community.
Despite HTS’s military strength, Ahrar al-Sham’s politico-military project
remained a sword of Damocles that regional actors, such as Turkey, could po-
tentially back against the group. Moreover, many sub-groups, including Zinki
Movement, Jaysh al-Ahrar, Ansar al-Din, several brigades of foreign fighters, and
prominent religious preachers such as Abd al-Razzaq al-Mahdi and Abdullah
al-Muhaysini, left HTS. They opposed interfactional conflicts, the targeting of



UNITING THE ARMED OPPOSITION 145

individual scholars, and blamed HTS for not abiding by its internal regulations
(Shehab al-din, 2017; Majlis Shura Jaysh al-Ahrar, 2017; Jabhat Ansar al-Din,
2017). HTS hence re-centred around Jabhat al-Nusra’s core and its closest allies.
The group’s main comparative advantage was the presence of a movable cen-
tral military force that could be deployed throughout the Idlib region to strike
contending factions.

The factional clashes that took place between 2017 and 2018 exposed the
localised nature of the armed opposition. Throughout the entire conflict, most
military units remained strikingly localised, with only a few armed groups
having centralised military forces. Local brigades frequently changed alliances
along with the transformation of the armed opposition. The consolidation of
two antagonistic poles around Ahrar al-Sham and HTS accompanied an on-
line war of communiqués asserting some of their local sub-groups’ renewed al-
legiance, neutrality in internal wars, declaration of independence, or switch to
other groups. This phenomenon reflected the low cost of switching given the
bi-polarity of the armed opposition (Seymour, 2014). Even sub-factions of Ahrar
al-Sham and HT'S occasionally claimed neutrality in the larger fight between the
two groups (e.g., Sarayat al-Tamkin, 2018). Over time, many sub-groups joined
Zinki Movement, Jaysh al-Ahrar, and, more significantly, Faylaq al-Sham (al-
Khatib, 2018) to protect themselves. Faylaq al-Sham’s official position of neu-
trality (Faylaq al-Sham, 2018) and strong ties to Turkey gave assurances that its
sub-groups would not be attacked by either side.

During the last phase of the conflict, villages also expressed their positions
on the interfactional conflict. Some villages insisted that local inhabitants
loyal to HTS should split, give their weapons, and publicise their departure.
Otherwise, they should leave the village (al-Majlis al-Askari li Baldat Kafruma,
2019; al-Majlis al-Askari fi Kafr ‘Uyud, 2019; Thuwar Kafr Halab, 2019). Other
local communities where Ahrar al-Sham was particularly strong, as in the Ghab
plains, openly stood in favour of the group against HTS (Majlis Shura Sahl al-
Ghab, 2017). This phenomenon also illustrates to a large extent how factional
belonging and geography became associated over time. That was less the case
for HTS, which reflects the group’s weaker local embeddedness considering its
stronger emphasis on centralisation and lesser reliance on geography.

There is a complex interplay among armed groups, sub-groups, and local
communities in northwest Syria. While larger groups such as Ahrar al-Sham
had to balance competing demands from foreign supporters and their sub-
brigades, local communities similarly had to navigate the shifting dynamics of
the armed opposition. They decided to align with one faction or another for a
range of reasons, from the need for protection against another group to ideolog-
ical considerations and pragmatic concerns. For many villages, aligning with the
dominant faction in their area allowed them to ensure their safety and prevent
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attacks from the opposing side regardless of any ideological alignment. Joining
HTS, though, was problematic due to the group’s political views and past associ-
ation with Jabhat al-Nusra. This was particularly true in areas with a strong rev-
olutionary history, such as Sarageb and Ma‘arat al-Nu'man. Some of these local
communities were also reluctant to align with HTS, because doing so could re-
sult in losing external support from foreign countries, as the group is listed as an
organisation proscribed for its—now inexistent—connection to al-Qaeda.

The armed opposition’s failure to institutionalise cross-factional military co-
operation, which the polarisation between Ahrar al-Sham and HTS exacerbated,
contributed to the opposition’s loses between December 2017 and spring 2018.
Regime forces took advantage of the factional conflict between Ahrar al-Sham
and HTS to launch renewed attacks on south east Idlib. The regime reportedly
facilitated the transfer of IS cells to the area to further de-stabilise the opposition
and create additional enemies to face simultaneously, according to interviews
with HTS security officials and open source intelligence.*! The regime aimed
at reconquering the strategically important Abu al-Duhur Airbase, which had
been under opposition control for years. Defending the area was particularly
challenging due to the flat geography and lack of air defence capabilities. Despite
the armed opposition’s efforts, the regime and its foreign allies, including ground
troops from Hizbullah, successfully recaptured the airbase by January 2018.

In early 2018, Ahrar al-Sham and Zinki Movement resumed their fight with
HTS. Ahrar al-Sham had partially recovered from the previous confrontation and
formed a new alliance with Zinki Movement called the Syrian Liberation Front
(Jabhat Tahrir Suriya). The goal of the front was to coordinate the two groups’ polit-
ical positions and unify their organisational structures. A lesson from the previous
tailure of the Islamic Front to consolidate the armed opposition motivated the two
groups’ decisions to use only the name Syrian Liberation Front thereafter. The al-
liance, however, did not alter the groups’ strong local embeddedness throughout
northwest Syria. Ahrar al-Sham remained dominant in the Ghab plains and the
Zawiyya mountains, while Zinki Movement retained its strongholds in western
Aleppo. The Syrian Liberation Front was well-positioned to act as a counterweight
to HTSs influence in the province, and the groups aimed to bolster themselves
militarily by replicating HTS’s centralisation. A leading member of Ahrar al-Sham
emphasised the importance of centralising their military forces, stating:

Inside Ahrar al-Sham, we are united by our ideas but we remain grounded ge-
ographically. Our members remain in their villages and cities, where they stem
from. People are always more willing to defend their own land as it is part of
who they are. We have nonetheless created centralised military force on two
different levels. First, the special forces have specific training and specialisation.
Their mission is to train local members on specific military technical skills. The
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second force, the commandos (mughawir), is centralised at a higher level. They
possess all the skills and abilities. We do not see this force as a deterrent or a tool
against other Syrian groups. It is aimed at the regime. They would help local
fighters fight better.

The conflict between HTS and the Syrian Liberation Front resumed in early
2018, sparked by the assassination of an HTS commander. The ensuing clashes
lasted for several months and demonstrated that neither side held a significant
advantage over the other in military terms. The Syrian Liberation Front man-
aged to recover from the loses inflicted by HTS the previous year. Despite in-
termittent cease-fires brokered by religious scholars and independent factions,
the conflict persisted. The proximity of Zinki Movement to Turkish-controlled
areas made HTS wary of the Syrian Liberation Front’s position in the northeast.

The factional fighting also created an opening for al-Qaeda supporters who
had previously been affiliated with Jabhat al-Nusra and refused to sever ties
with al-Zawahiri’s organisation. In February 2018, several sub-units that were
formerly affiliated with Jabhat al-Nusra formed a new organisation, Hurras
al-Din (Guardians of Religion) (Tandhim Hurras al-Din, 2018).#? The new
organisation included small factions like Jaysh al-Badiya, Jaysh al-Malamih,
and Sarayat Kabul, which remained faithful to al-Qaeda (Jaysh al-Badiya, 2018;
Jaysh al-Malamih, 2018; Sarayat Kabul, 2018). The group claimed independent
organisational belonging and neutrality in the factional clashes. It initially tried
to form an alliance “for the support of Islam” (Hilf Nusrat al-Islam) with the
former Jund al-Agsa, by then renamed Ansar al-Tawheed (Tandhim Hurras al-
Din & Ansar al-Tawheed, 2018), though HTS later encouraged the latter to leave
the formation (Ansar al-Tawheed, 2020). Hurras al-Din instead established its
own military operation room to coordinate attacks against regime forces, “incite
on the believers” (Harid al-Mumineen) with smaller groups (Ansar al-islam,
Jabhat Ansar al-Din, & Tandhim Hurras al-Din, 2021).

After the factional clashes ended, Ahrar al-Sham resumed its strategy of al-
liance formation by joining the National Front for Liberation (al-Jabhat al-
Wataniyya lil Tahrir, 2018), a new front formed in May 2018 with Turkish
backing and structured around Faylaq al-Sham. The aim of the umbrella group
was to institutionalise all the armed opposition internally and externally, and es-
tablish a government that would dissolve all groups under a common politico-
military project. Ahrar al-Sham saw the National Liberation Front as a means to
achieve this goal. According to Husam Tarsha, looking back on the situation, this
was a necessary step to bring all the armed opposition under a unified banner.

We want to create a new government in both Idlib and the north. The pur-
pose would be to unify all the structures of governance under some regional
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agreement. We need a united army to survive the onslaught. This situation
cannot remain like this for ever. Others will impose their will on us ultimately.

But HTS was more successful in institutionalising a governance project to
rule Idlib province. The group took advantage of an initiative proposed by in-
dependent academics and intellectuals to unite local administration. HTS used
the initiative to form the so-called Salvation Government, which could facili-
tate humanitarian aid and gain regional and international recognition without
being officially under HTS control.** An independent Islamist activist, Rami
Dalati, said that he initially proposed the concept of an independent govern-
ment to both Ahrar al-Sham and HTS. But others say that the HTS leadership
itself discussed the creation of an independent government that HTS leader al-
Jolani eventually adopted. Nevertheless, Dalati maintained:

I proposed the idea of creating an independent administration to both Ahrar
al-Sham and HTS. Ahrar al-Sham leader was not convinced but Jolani was
more open to the idea. He did not want to focus on bread, humanitarian
help, and assistance. He wanted to focus on the military. We thought that its
members could be selected among Syrian intellectuals and academics. They
would not be the servants of Jolani, especially for civilian issues. It was not a
real concern for him as he primarily focused on the military dimension of the
conflict.

The Salvation Government’s success hinged on its ability to exert control over
Idlib province. Its main contender was the National Liberation Front, inclusive
of Ahrar al-Sham by then. With the Front controlling half of the province, the
imposition of the Salvation Government as the de facto authority that other
countries would have to recognise was not possible. The National Liberation
Front remained a potent alternative in case Russia and Turkey agreed to elim-
inate HTS and install an alternative. The Astana agreements still called for the
elimination of “terrorist” groups, and the National Liberation Front presented
a viable option to Turkey that was not provided by local armed groups such as
Jaysh al-"Izza or Suqur al-Sham. Ibrahim Shasho, a former minister of justice
and religious affairs in the Salvation Government who switched his allegiance to
HTS after leaving Ahrar al-Sham, recognised:

The problem with Ahrar al-Sham, contrary to local groups like Suqur al-Sham,
for instance, is that they have a comprehensive project (mutakamil). They do
not merely care about their local areas but deal with political, social, and mili-
tary domains complementarily.
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The last military confrontation was therefore difficult to prevent. In January
2019, a series of clashes erupted between Zinki Movement and HTS in Idlib
province. While HTS claimed that the Zinki Movement refused to hand over
members accused of killing an HTS member to a court, the real rationale of the
fight lay elsewhere. HTS opponents insisted in private discussions that HTS’s
true motivation was to seize control of Zinki Movement’s areas and lucrative
economic resources, as the group’s territory is situated between the regime
and the northern regions.** Others add that Jolani would have felt betrayed by
Zinki’s leader when the group decided to leave the HTS alliance, despite HTS’s
strong support for Zinki when it integrated the group.* The conflict quickly
spread throughout the province, with HTS ultimately prevailing against Zinki
Movement. Despite Ahrar al-Sham’s alliance call for a general mobilisation
against HTS (al-Jabhat al-Wataniyya lil-Tahrir, 2019a), HTS contained Ahrar
al-Sham in the south of the province and exploited the opportunity to mobilise
against Ahrar al-Sham territories in the Ghab plains. HTS ultimately prevailed
against Zinki Movement, Ahrar al-Sham, and Suqur al-Sham in the Jabal
Zawiyya. The group seized their heavy weapons and imposed their submission
to the Salvation Government, though some of the weapons were later restituted
to them. Many locals affiliated with Ahrar al-Sham in the Ghab plains moved to
Turkish-controlled territory in the north but later returned to Idlib to defend the
province.* Zinki Movement was effectively expelled from the province (Hay’at
Tahrir al-Sham, 2018g) and subsequently restructured and integrated into the
national army under Turkish patronage. Turkey changed its leadership and
started to provide salaries (al-mudun, 2017) before dissolving it into Faylaq al-
Majd and the National Army (Zinki, 2019).

The outcome of the military confrontation was largely influenced by the
different institutional trajectories of the two sides. Ahrar al-Sham and Zinki
Movement were localised groups that lacked the ability to effectively combat a
more centralised internal competitor, despite Ahrar al-Sham’s belated attempts
to establish centralised military forces, which were too late to prevent its initial
loss of economic resources in 2017. Their military capabilities against the Syrian
regime were insufficient to withstand internal competition, particularly in com-
parison to HTS’s centralised control over resources and stronger internal disci-
pline. Moreover, HTS shrewdly refused to treat the Syrian Liberation Front as a
unified entity and instead dealt with its sub-factions independently to weaken
them one by one. Following the battle, a commander from Ahrar al-Sham
expressed his regret, stating:

HTS came to our villages with heavy weapons. They did not hesitate to hit us,
even if it threatened the civilians. Our fighters are local. They did not want to
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endanger their communities and decided to stop the fight for this reason. They
were not willing to fight HTS as much as HT'S was willing to fight them.

Foreign fighters divided during the military confrontation. Many foreign
fighters insisted on their neutrality, refusing to be used for inter-factional is-
sues and power struggles as they had been in previous conflicts in Afghanistan
and Chechnya (Abu Saleh al-Uzbiki, Abd al-Rahman al-Masri, Abu Safiya,
2017; Nukhbat min al-Muhajideen al-Muhajarin fi Ard al-Sham, 2017; Katiba
al-Boukhari, 2018). Other foreign fighters and foreign-manned brigades
conversely issued statements in support of HTS (n.m, 2019), while Ahrar al-
Sham and the National Liberation Front tried to reassure foreign fighters that
they would protect them (al-Jabhat al-Wataniyya lil-Tahrir, 2019b).4” The
largest group of foreign fighters, the Turkistan Islamic Party, which is usually
perceived as neutral, claimed that it was pushed into confrontation in self-
defence against Ahrar al-Sham-aligned armed groups (Hizb al-Turkistani al-
Islami, 2018). Other groups denounced the intervention, including the alliance
of Ahrar al-Sham and the Zinki Movement (Jabhat Tahrir Suriya, 2018) and
Jaysh al-Ahrar (Jaysh al-Ahrar, 2018). Even individual foreign fighter members
of HTS opposed it (Hussein, 2018b). According to an Ahrar al-Sham military
commander:

The two sides were exhausted but we still managed to keep many strongholds.
Unfortunately [Abu Muhammad] al-Jolani had more resources. He controlled
the border control of Baab al-Hawa and therefore managed to integrate many
fighters who left other Syrian regions since he paid them more. Then, he used
the Turkistan Islamic Party against us. We thought we could win against him,
but didn’t expect the Turkistan Islamic Party to turn their back on us.

HTS’s military victory resulted in the imposition of the Salvation Government
over all areas previously controlled by various factions, including Ahrar al-
Sham. Although Ahrar al-Sham and its ally Suqur al-Sham were permitted
to remain in the province, the end of factional conflict limited their ability to
manoeuvre, as the HTS-supported government imposed near-hegemonic
governance.* The Salvation Government centralised the court systems previ-
ously under partial control of various armed groups, took control of the local
prisons, and implemented gradual administrative change throughout the Idlib
province. According to a former prime minister of the Salvation Government
Basam Sahiouni and his minister of interior, some of the local judges previously
chosen by factions remained in their positions.** The Salvation Government was
a means of institutionalising local administration while maintaining plausible
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deniability of its relationship with HTS. The relationship between the two
entities is more ambiguous than straightforward. HTS initially retained control
of security in the province and maintained its internal prisons and courts for
security and political issues, particularly those involving IS cells, and it forbade
the creation of new factions by insisting that any individual splitting should leave
without weapons, nor should they establish a new group (Hay’at Tahrir al-Sham,
2018e). The Salvation Government had more leeway in the fields that HTS could
not entirely control, or was not willing to (Drevon & Haenni, 2020).

Ahrar al-Sham’s isolation paved the way for HTS to mature politically. HTS
presented itself as the answer to popular demands for institutionalising the rev-
olution (Ha'yat Tahrir al-Sham, 2017q, 2019d). The group blamed the United
States for calling for human rights and liberty while supporting oppressors,
allowing Iran, and aiding the PKK (Hayat Tahrir al-Sham, 20170). After
denouncing other factions for collaborating with Turkey, HTS signalled its will-
ingness to collaborate with its neighbour. Despite initially refusing to cooperate
with Turkey in the north, HTS leader al-Jolani later supported Turkey’s war
against the YPG, whom he considers enemies of the revolution (Syria TV, 2019).
This was a significant shift for a Jihadi group, which normally oppose collabo-
ration with states that do not fully implement Islamic Law. In its communiqués,
HTS emphasised that its main enemies were the regime and Russia, rather than
Turkey (Hay’at Tahrir al-Sham, 2017j).

Similarly to Ahrar al-Sham, HTS also faced challenges from more radical
groups. The first group was Jund al-Aqgsa, which, without being organisationally
affiliated with IS, did not oppose the Iraqi group and claimed to be neutral in
its conflict with other Syrian factions. More worrying perhaps, Jund al-Agsa
also orchestrated assassinations of commanders of other factions in north-
west Syria, especially Ahrar al-Sham. Following a confrontation between Jund
al-Agsa and Ahrar al-Sham, Jabhat al-Nusra’s next occurrence Jabhat Fath al-
Sham brokered an agreement stipulating a cessation of hostilities, the release of
prisoners from both factions, and the consolidation of its control over disputed
areas. Additionally, it established a court to solve their disagreement. Despite
Jabhat Fath al-Sham extending its acceptance of Jund al-Agsa’s allegiance into
the group, the latter failed to adhere to the terms of the agreement in practice.
This non-compliance ultimately led to Jabhat Fath al-Sham severing ties with
Jund al-Aqgsa (Jabhat Fath al-Sham, 2017a). Later, when Jabhat Fath al-Sham be-
came HTS, it warned Jund al-Aqgsa against excommunicating other factions and
urged it to submit to shared courts of justice to solve murder cases (Hay’at Tahrir
al-Sham, 2017g). As Jund al-Agsa refused to heed HTS’s orders, HTS decided to
clamp down on the group militarily. Some of its members negotiated a way out
to Raqqa to avoid a bloodbath with HT'S, where they joined IS. Others formed a
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new group, Ansar al-Tawheed, which remains in northwest Syria but under tight
HTS control. A HTS security official argues that:

Ansar al-Tawheed’s leaders now accept our lead, and coordinate with us on
security and military developments. Their more radical members were ei-
ther expelled or arrested. The group has integrated one of our military brigade
(liwa), which means that they only conduct military activities under our su-
pervision. They cannot launch independent military operations without our
agreement.

But the most significant threat came from former Jabhat al-Nusra leaders
who formed the pro-al-Qaeda splinter group, Hurras al-Din. When HTS
detained their most prominent leaders in an attempt to restrain the pro al-
Qaeda organisation, several HTS sub-factions complained and threatened the
leadership. They demanded the establishment of independent courts of justice
with impartial religious scholars, such as Abu Qatada, based in Jordan (Hay’at
Tahrir al-Sham, 2017a. See also Hay’at Tahrir al-Sham, 2017b, 2017e; al-Urduni,
no date). These factions claimed that they would leave HTS if their demands
were not met. The nature of the threat posed by Hurras al-Din was therefore
not quantitative, but qualitative. Although the al-Qaeda-affiliated group had far
fewer soldiers and resources than HTS, it presented a potential alternative that
could have swayed many of HTS’s sub-groups and commanders who disagreed
with the leadership’s new strategic direction. The emergence of Hurras al-Din
illustrates how HTS, like Ahrar al-Sham in the past, had to navigate internal and
external dynamics carefully between antagonistic demands for political opening
and the necessary preservation of internal cohesion. HTS could not simply im-
pose its political decisions over sub-brigades when the cost of defection was
too low.

HTS placed strict conditions on the activities of Hurras al-Din. HTS leaders,
including al-Jolani, insisted in private interviews that they prohibited Hurras
al-Din from maintaining its own courts of justice, engaging in hostile domestic
actions (including kidnappings), and planning foreign attacks.’® Some of these
claims are supported by independent sources (al-Sudani, & al-Urduni, 2019) and
by HTS’s highest religious authority, Abdullah al-Shami, who released a public
communiqué to al-Qaeda that the agreement with Hurras al-Din prohibited the
group from establishing checkpoints, forming courts of justice, and conducting
security operations independently (Atun, 2020a). The Hurras al-Din leader, Abu
Humam al-Shami, initially acknowledged real strategic differences with HTS,
but argued that the group could play a role similar to that of al-Qaeda with the
Taliban (Al-Shami, 1439). Tensions nonetheless remained high between the
two groups. Hurras al-Din accused HTS of collaborating with Faylaq al-Sham
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to potentially unify all military forces under an army officer (al-Sudani & al-
Urduni, 2019; al-Shami & al-Uraydi, 2019). Such a move could pave the way for
the reintegration of these groups into the Syrian army in a reconciliation process,
which Faylaq al-Sham vehemently denied (Faylaq al-Sham, 2019).

In the summer of 2020, HTS defeated Hurras al-Din in a swift operation that
saw the seizure of Hurras al-Din’s military strongholds, confiscation of its heavy
weaponry, and takeover of its headquarters. This operation was a response to
Hurras al-Din’s attempts to ally with a former prominent HTS commander,
Abd al-Malik al-Tilly, who formed the group al-Mugqatilin al-Ansar. He had left
HTS in opposition to its rapprochement with Turkey and its perceived acqui-
escence to the Russian-Turkish understanding. The renegades formed a new
operation room called “Hold Fast” (Fa-Ithbatu) with smaller groups, including
Tansiqiyat al-Jihad—which was formed by Abu al-Abd Ashida, a former Ahrar
al-Sham and then HTS commander—Jabhat Ansar al-Din, and Ansar al-Islam,
to coordinate their military efforts against the regime (Tansiqiyat al-Jihad, Liwa
al-Mugatilin al-Ansar, Ansar al-Islam, Jabhat Ansar al-Din, & Tandhim Hurras
al-din, 2020). While this initiative emerged independently in Syria, it garnered
explicit backing from al-Qaeda Central, underscoring their endorsement of
the newfound alliance (Tandhim Qa‘idat al-Jihad, 2020). HTS acted swiftly to
prevent this new operation room from becoming a credible alternative on the
ground by consolidating its military power. HTS’s relatively easy subjugation
of Hurras al-Din reveals its weaker institutionalisation and local anchorage
compared to Ahrar al-Sham’s, which fought with HTS for two years. Hurras al-
Din was further weakened by repeated U.S. drone attacks against its prominent
commanders, which limited its ability to organise and eroded its attractiveness
for new members.>! According to the head of HTS’s military, Abul-Hassan al-
Hamawi, the decision to take decisive action against Hurras al-Din was driven
by an internal military necessity:

We need a single military direction to prepare the defence of the province but
Hurras al-Din was trying to destroy it. They would launch some uncoordi-
nated attacks that subsequently justified Russian bombings against our defen-
sive lines. They do not know how to deal with their regional environment. We
gave them enough time but they refused to listen. So we went after them. They
could not resist since they were not really organised. It was just a network of
commanders without clear organisational structure.

HTS’s crackdown on Hurras al-Din served as a template for addressing
other smaller factions resistant to adopting the new military direction in the
province. Two such groups were Junud al-Sham, led by a Chechen militant,
Muslim al-Sishani, who participated in the two Chechen wars, and Jund Allah,
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founded by a Tajik militant, Abu Hanifa al-Adhari. HTS blamed al-Adhazi for
excommunicating other factions and al-Shishani for providing protection to
him.>? Prominent groups of foreign fighters, notably the Turkistan Islamic Party
and militants from Central Asia, voiced their support for HTS and criticised
groups like Jund Allah for their radicalism, lack of effectiveness, and inability
to collaborate with the mainstream opposition (al-Hizb al-Islami al-Turkistani,
Jamaiat tawheed wal-Jihad et al., 2021). By November 2021, HTS had confronted
both groups, ultimately dismantling them due to their refusal to comply with its
orders.

HTS also took decisive actions against IS networks in the region, which
we detailed in a Crisis Group report (ICG, 2023a).>* Following its retreat to
Raqqa in 2014, IS was forced to leave Syria’s northwest. The group started to
reappear only after 2019, when individuals and small clusters started to find
refuge in Idlib following the collapse of their territorial Caliphate in the east
of the country. The more structured factions among them emerged from the
south of the province, where they made strategic agreements with the regime,
permitting their ingress into the province, according to interviews with HTS
security officials, corroborated by various open sources. Other IS members
began returning individually from the north. HTS improved its intelligence
capabilities, effectively dismantling these nascent networks, which struggled
to orchestrate any significant regional attacks. In lieu of direct assaults, IS
attempted to forge alliances with dissidents from Hurras al-Din who formed
Sarayat Abu Bakr al-Sadiq, and Sarayat ‘Abdullah bin ‘Omar Unais. One of their
leaders published a document outlining HTS’s apostasy, including forming
alliances with Turkey and other “apostate” factions, the failure to implement
Islamic law and its penal punishments, levying non-Islamic taxes, allowing
non-Islamic subjects in education, and supporting the U.N. political process
(al-Manhaj, 2020). According to HTS security commanders, IS proposed fi-
nancial support in exchange for the ability to claim responsibility for armed
attacks, but to no avail. In absence of operational ability, IS had more success
safekeeping high-profile figures, including two of its leaders, Abdullah Qardash
and Abul-Hussein al-Husseini, since their presence required a significantly
reduced operational footprint, enhancing their ability to evade detection by
HTS intelligence efforts (ICG, 2022).

A reconfiguration of HTS’s internal structures helped its transformation. The
group’s membership grew significantly as individuals from other factions joined,
many of whom were less religiously committed and ideologically indoctrinated
by the group’s religious scholars (Tsurkov, 2019a). Many internal opponents to
the group’s new direction were also killed, particularly among foreign fighters
(Haid, 2017b), and internal opposition silenced. The institutionalisation of re-
ligious authority imposed a unique religious voice inside the group, through
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the Sharia council headed by Abu Abdullah al-Shami, containing any dissident
voices, resulting in the expulsion of those who opposed the new strategic direc-
tion. HTS also reorganised itself militarily by creating new battalions, with the
aim of centralising its military forces to better protect opposition-held areas.
Like other groups, HTS recruited individuals aged 17 to 30, who were at most
20 years old when the uprising began. According to Abu Abdullah al-Shami,
even the religious training of the new recruits is changing:

We are now mobilising common Muslims (awas al-muslimin) with whom we
are no longer engaging in the theological debates that we used to, for instance
on al- wala’ wal- bara (“loyalty to Muslims and dissociation from non
Muslims”). These require a higher level of intellectual awareness that was only
possible when we were a smaller and more elitist group. Now we focus on the
fundamentals in religion.

Both Ahrar al-Sham and HTS faced more hard-line foreign fighters and local
commanders, but their responses differed significantly. Many of the same rad-
ical figures who opposed Ahrar al-Sham before joining HTS in opposition to
Ahrar al-Shamss ties to Turkey subsequently expressed their opposition at the
HTS leadership for developing similar ties. HTS was nonetheless more suc-
cessful in constraining these figures for two reasons. First, it institutionalised in-
ternal authority and imposed administrative regulations, punishing dissenters
with arrests when necessary. While Ahrar al-Sham also tried to institutionalise
religious authority, as discussed in the next chapter, it lacked the same decisive-
ness and willingness to take direct action against dissenters. But institutional
regulations and arrests alone do not explain the difference in outcomes. The
key difference lies in how the two groups managed their factional orders. HTS
punished defectors and tightly controlled all competing groups, from the prag-
matic to the radical, in order to prevent the emergence of credible alternatives.
This strategy ensured that dissidents had no other viable options and could ei-
ther remain silent or withdraw, but could not join another group.

The battles that occurred between regime forces and the armed opposition
from 2018 to 2020 shed light on the features of the latter following the control
of the Salvation Government. The strategic threat posed by the regime’s attacks
in the south of the province forced all armed groups to establish cross-factional
military defence in a shared military room called the Clear Victory operation
room (al-Fath al-Mubin). In addition, new local forces were mobilised to pro-
vide additional defences to the second and third defensive lines in their respec-
tive villages, according to my field research in these communities in the Zawiyya
mountains. The combination oflight infantry troops and local fighters defending
their homes facilitated the defence of the region despite heavy bombardments.
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The local fighters’ embeddedness in their communities also lessened Turkey’s
role, which initially involved only providing adequate weapons to the fighters.

The bi-polarisation of the remaining opposition did not entirely dissipate be-
tween 2019 and 2020. HTS and its supported government did not try to com-
pletely subjugate, let alone expel, other groups, including Ahrar al-Sham and
other local armed groups. HTS instead sought to bring more military cohesion
to their shared military operation room. The head of HTS’s military forces, Abul-
Hassan al-Hamawi, explained his rationale for not expelling Ahrar al-Sham after
HTS took over:

We are trying to unify the military forces but we cannot simply impose our-
selves on other factions like Ahrar al-Sham. If we try to dissolve them, their
soldiers will never join us. You cannot join the one who is imposing itself on
you, it is a matter of dignity. So if we dissolve them their soldiers will leave and
we will weaken the military defence of the region.

In the summer of 2019, Russian support for the Syrian regime’s advances
prompted a significant Turkish military intervention (ICG, 2020). By 2020,
northwest Syria had become a major security concern for Turkey. To deter
the regime and its allies from making further progress, Turkey deployed over
10,000 soldiers to the province. The cost, both politically and militarily, of con-
tinuing the Russian-supported military campaign became too high for Russia.
As a result, Russia was forced to placate the regime’s desire to continue its cam-
paign, thereby preventing further military progress. But HT'S’s continued listing
as a proscribed organisation linked to al-Qaeda and ISIS by the UN. Security
Council remains a real impediment to any direct engagement with the group.
Turkey remains hesitant to engage HTS diplomatically, and Western countries
have not specified the conditions under which HT'S could potentially be engaged
and removed from the Security Council listing of armed groups associated with
al-Qaeda and ISIS—which would be unlikely because of a Russian veto—or indi-
vidual countries’ own terrorist listings (Khalifa & Bonsey, 2021).

In the absence of unification of all military forces under the HTS-supported
Salvation Government, Turkey and HTS promoted the establishment of a
military council that would integrate and restructure them into a single mili-
tary structure. Turkey initially sought to rely on HTS’s military strength to
reorganise the defence of the province while diluting the group within a larger
organisational structure that HTS does not fully control. To this end, Turkey
formed a troika consisting of the military leaders of Ahrar al-Sham, Faylaq al-
Sham, and HTS to lead a military council. HTS had also long believed in the cre-
ation of a military council that would more eftectively defend the province and
solidify its military preeminence over other groups, particularly Ahrar al-Sham.
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The group accepted the troika formula, despite initially favouring its military
leader Abul-Hassan to lead the council. The latter initially recalled:

If we manage to unite all the military forces in a military council, we do not
believe that we can mix the military brigades of different groups. That would
create tensions and weaken us. It is better instead that each group [Ahrar al-
Sham, Faylaq al-Sham, and HTS] creates a certain number of brigades [liwa]
that perform all the military functions. Each brigade is responsible fora specific
geographic area, which helps to cover all the frontlines and increase account-
ability. In addition, we think that this helps to create a healthy competition be-
tween the brigades, which will help them get better over time.

The formation of the military council was a significant development for Ahrar
al-Sham. Until 2017, the group relied primarily on local military units. Then, it
shifted towards creating centralised military forces that are not tied to specific
geographic areas. The military council merges these two approaches. It aims to
establish a number of military brigades linked to one another, most prominently
Ahrar al-Sham, Faylaq al-Sham, and HTS, in addition to smaller independent
organisations. Each brigade is responsible for a particular geographic area,
rather than a specific type of mission (such as light infantry, tanks, or artillery).
This approach has two advantages. First, it clarifies military responsibilities by
ensuring that each brigade is entirely accountable for the defence of its respec-
tive area. Second, it leverages the local knowledge and embeddedness of these
groups to improve military efficiency.

Many Ahrar al-Sham leaders, however, initially harboured suspicions towards
HTS and feared that the military council could be a Trojan horse for HTS to assert
its dominance by creating new structures that would subordinate Ahrar al-Sham’s
elite brigades. Ahrar al-Sham still agreed to participate in the military council on
the condition that its brigades would remain loyal to its central leadership. To
achieve this objective, Ahrar al-Sham emphasised the authority of its consultative
council as the highest decision-making body within the movement. This message
was indirectly directed towards Abu Mundhar, who served as the head of Ahrar al-
Sham’s military and represented the group within the military council troika. In
October 2020, the leadership council of Ahrar al-Sham took action by demoting
Abu Fares Dara; the head of one of its brigades (Ahrar al-Sham, 2020e). This de-
cision triggered an internal rift between Ahrar al-Sham’s consultative council and
the head of its military wing, Abu Mundhar. Former Ahrar al-Sham leader Abu
Yahiyya al-Hamawi commented on the situation, stating that at the time:

The problems started with the council. We wanted to name reliable individuals
to lead the new brigades. The problem is that Abu Mundhar, our military
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leader, wanted to impose people who are closer to HTS. So we sacked him.
Then he allied with a former Ahrar al-Sham leader, Hassan Sufan, who haslong
supported the idea of a military council. He saw this as an opportunity to stage
a coup inside the group, which failed. We do not want a war with HTS now.
Both HTS and Turkey need us for this project, so they need to preserve us.
They need our special forces, the commandos (mughawir). Abu Mundhar and
Hassan Sufan will not be able to lead them.

This episode further crippled Ahrar al-Sham as a cohesive movement. The
decision of the consultative council to assert its authority over the military leader
triggered internal opposition. Several Ahrar al-Sham brigades and leaders,
including Abu Mundhar, released a communiqué (Ahrar al-Sham, 2020a),
emphasising the urgent need to address the movement’s paralysis and insisting
on the appointment of Hassan Sufan, a former leader who had been isolated by
the current leadership, as the new overall leader. Sufan stressed the importance
of HTS’s supported military council to address the substantial losses suffered
during the recent Russian-supported military offensive (Sufan, 2020). Sufan
emphasised the need for enhanced coordination among different factions in mil-
itary matters and underscored the critical importance of military effectiveness
(Sufan, 2020). He embraced the establishment of the military council to achieve
these objectives, though he recognised that many in Ahrar al-Sham opposed ei-
ther the idea or the practicalities of this council, especially as it could reinforce
HTS. In response, the leader of Ahrar al-Sham announced the appointment of
new heads of the brigades (Ahrar al-Sham, 2020e) and demoted Abu Mundhar
(Ahrar al-Sham, 2020f) to stop the internal rebellion. Several military trainers
and factions, such as the Homs Bloc, Ahrar al-Janub, and Katibat Mujahidi Ibn
Taymiyya, emphatically asserted their unwavering allegiance to the old leader-
ship (Ahrar al-Sham, 2020b, 2020d). But other brigades then opposed this de-
cision and pledged their allegiance to Sufan instead as the new leader (Ahrar
al-Sham, 2020c). Both sides fought for legitimacy, publishing videos of their
troops to suggest that they each had the support of the majority of the move-
ment. Some accused HTS of supporting this opposing faction, allowing it to
seize some of the movement’s headquarters in specific locations.

Ahrar al-Sham tried to reconstitute itself internally. In January 2021, Amer
al-Shaykh was nominated as the new leader (Ahrar al-Sham, 2021b) with the
responsibility of reconstituting the movement. Under Turkish pressure, both
sides agreed to dissolve the consultative council (majlis al-shura) and establish
a smaller leadership council (majlis al-qiyada), consisting of 12 members only,
with an equal representation from each side (Ahrar al-Sham, 2021¢). But, within
two months, the council would be reduced to seven members, primarily aligned
with Hassan Sufan (Ahrar al-Sham, 2021a). Some of the brigades aligned with
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the previous leadership, including Liwa Badr and Liwa al-Abbas, decided to
leave Ahrar al-Sham and join the Third Division of the Syrian National Army
instead, which had become a key player in northern Aleppo by then (al-Jaysh
al-Watani al-suri, 2021). By the end of the year, several brigades, including Liwa
al-Iman and Liwa Khatab, advocated for a return to the previous situation, in-
cluding the dissolution of the new leadership council. They named Abu Yusuf
al-Hamawi as their new leader (Ahrar al-Sham, 2022c¢) with the support of the
old leadership (Ahrar al-Sham, 2022b). Both sides started to claim that they
represented Ahrar al-Sham as a movement, further weakening the group’s gen-
eral cohesion. By 2022, the movement was greatly weakened in the eyes of many
members. Despite claims that factions previously positioned in Damascus and
its Ghuta periphery were joining the group (Ahrar al-Sham, 2023b), a defector
from a large brigade initially from Homs, representing up to a third of its forces,
lamented to a newspaper (al-Kanj, 2021):

We left Ahrar al-Sham because of all the rivalries at the leadership level. We
had no more laws to follow and the movement turned into groups bickering
over positions and interests, which made it lose its strength. Some members
are loyal to Hayat Tahrir al-Sham [HTS], others support the Free Syrian Army
(FSA)—so leaving Ahrar al-Sham and joining [other] factions was a given.

Another faction of Ahrar al-Sham that had previously left the group in 2017
to join al-Jabhat al-Shamiyya also found itself in conflict with their new group.
They expressed discontent with what they perceived as a lack of proper integra-
tion and financial disagreements. As tensions escalated, this group decided to
split from al-Jabhat al-Shamiyya, demanding the return of equipment and head-
quarters that they had brought with them when they joined (Ahrar al-Sham,
2022a). Clashes ensued between the two groups, prompting an Islamic Council-
led committee to intervene and issue a ruling on the matter, which favoured al-
Jabhat al-Shamiyya. The dissenting faction of Ahrar al-Sham refused to accept
the ruling (Ahrar al-Sham, 2023a). Hassan Sufan, along with possible support
from HTS, stood in solidarity with this faction, seemingly with the intention
of weakening al-Jabhat al-Shamiyya in northern Aleppo. The older leadership
of Ahrar al-Sham, on the other hand, supported the reconciliation council and
urged this particular sub-group to remain within al-Jabhat al-Shamiyya (Ahrar
al-Sham, 2023c). Despite their efforts, they ultimately resigned from the group,
as they were unable to influence its course (Abu Ammar, Basha, Abu Yahiyya,
al-Raqqa, 2022).

The consolidation of the military council by HTS in conjunction with Ahrar
al-Sham granted them the authority to impose the Fath al-Mubin military oper-
ation room as the only institutional framework for military affairs in Idlib (ICG,
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2023a). Starting from June 2020, all the other armed groups were required to
adhere to the directives of the operation room and were strictly prohibited from
acting independently from it (Hay’at Tahrir al-Sham, 2020a). Similarly, HTS
forbade its members from joining or creating a new faction (Hay’at Tahrir al-
Sham, 2020c). These measures sought to consolidate military decisions under
the military council and prevent unauthorised actions by undisciplined armed
groups. HTS used this system to control the small number of foreign-led bri-
gades, which were given two options: either join HTS’s own military forces by
integrating into newly formed specialised brigades or at the very least abide to
the orders of the shared operation room according to HTS’s military leader and
al-Jolani himself (ICG, 2023a).>* This development accompanied the creation
of a military academy by former officers to improve the training of the armed
opposition. The institutionalisation of the military is a real step towards its
professionalisation, though it is not yet fully completed. It nonetheless illustrates
how the Syrian armed opposition increasingly tries to replicate the standards of
a professional army (e.g., Kilcullen, 2020). The shared operation room has uni-
fied military decision-making but without unifying financial incomes as well,
as each armed group within the operation room continues to receive its own
independent sources of funding. According to the head of HTS’s military, Abul-
Hassan al-Hamawi:

We have put a system in place for all the factions in the Fath al-Mubin operation
room. Our objective is to unify military work, though this is only partial now.
Each faction still maintains its own source of funding for instance, but we share
our weapons during the battles. We also created a military academy with 30
colonels in 2021 to move from a revolutionary situation to real military work.
The military academy is important to provide additional training that’s more
professional, for which we drew inspiration from different Western doctrines.
The regime and its foreign supporters evolve, so we need to change too. All
the frontline brigades now have the same capabilities and specialisations.
Additional brigades that are centralised can also be sent to the frontlines to
bring in additional support if needed.

HTS also recognises the importance of leveraging local communities’ inherent
drive to safeguard their regions, all while avoiding entanglement in factional pol-
itics that could arise from formal alliances. To achieve this, HTS encouraged
the development of the popular resistance (al-mugawama al-sha‘biyya) in the
Jabal Zawiyya in particular. According to interviews on the front lines and with
some of the popular resistance’s coordinators, this military formation recruits
local civilians who engage in part-time commitments, typically spanning a few
days each month. They are intentionally not positioned at the forefront of direct
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confrontations against the regime and its foreign allies on the front lines. Rather,
their primary role involves enhancing the overall defensive capabilities of the
province by undertaking tasks such as trench excavation and secondary front-
line patrolling. This supportive presence not only reinforces the main front-line
fighters but also ensures the resilience of secondary defensive lines.

The armed opposition in Syria has remained divided into two sides since
then. On one side, there is the Interim Government, consisting of remnants of
the Free Syrian Army merged into the National Army, along with parts of Ahrar
al-Sham. On the other side, there is Hay’at Tahrir al-Sham (HTS) and the re-
maining components of Ahrar al-Sham. Each side has something that its coun-
terpart wants. The Salvation Government officially controls the province but has
not transformed into a consensually accepted entity where all the factions (in-
cluding HTS) would merge into a ministry of defence. HTS and its government
continue their attempts to legitimise themselves internationally. They want to
prove themselves as the last guarantor against an exodus of refugees in Europe
and a spillover of foreign fighters. The Interim Government conversely enjoys
international legitimacy but no real presence on the ground to truly matter.

Turkey maintains relations with both sides, with the ultimate objective of
unifying local military forces to stabilise the territory, though this is not polit-
ically possible, because of HTS’s continued designation by the UN. as a group
linked to al-Qaeda and ISIS (despite it no longer being the case). In the mean-
time, Turkey has increased its military commitment to the defence of the prov-
ince by 2020, as it realised that the observation points authorised in the Astana
agreements lacked the capacity to function as genuine defence lines unless rein-
forced with additional troops. By 2020, Turkey understood that the sole effective
deterrent would entail a substantial deployment of soldiers exceeding 10,000 in
number. While the armed opposition’s professionalism and organisational ca-
pacity has significantly improved by 2024, the province of Idlib continues to be
predominantly under their control, largely due to Turkey’s military presence.
Turkey’s military forces serve as a significant deterrent to both Russia and the
Syrian regime, making it improbable for any change in the ground situation
without an unlikely Turkish military withdrawal (ICG, 2020).

Conclusion

During the first phase of the conflict, attempts to institutionalise the armed
opposition were driven by military necessity, though most initiatives were
undermined by foreign countries’ meddling with the opposition. Their support
for contending factions and failure to join a common initiative to institutionalise
the armed opposition reinforced the armed opposition’s internal divisions.
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Syrian armed groups also tried to institutionalise cross-factional relations in-
dependently, with Ahrar al-Sham playing a leading role. Despite this, most
initiatives failed, as Syrian armed groups were hesitant to unite with an al-Qaeda
affiliate they did not trust. As Turkey and Russia became more directly involved
in managing the conflict, political and military necessity imposed the internal
and external institutionalisation of the armed opposition. Although Ahrar al-
Sham was initially better positioned to take the lead, its internal institutional
structure weakened as it started to face a more cohesive competitor, Jabhat al-
Nusra. The latter successfully transformed into HTS and supported the creation
of alocal government that imposed itself over the province, but failed to achieve
a consensus with other groups that would gain wider international legitimacy.



5
Politicising Jihad

Insurgencies cannot be won by military means alone; the achievement of long-
term political objectives is crucial for armed groups’ victory. The preceding
chapters explored the emergence and expansion of Ahrar al-Sham and Jabhat
al-Nusra, particularly how Ahrar al-Sham institutionalised itself both inter-
nally and externally to become a central player in the Syrian armed opposi-
tion. In this chapter, we take a step back with a cross-sectional analysis of the
politicisation of the two groups, examining how Ahrar al-Sham’s internal and ex-
ternal institutionalisation informed its politicisation over the years, up to Jabhat
al-Nusra’s transformation into HTS. This analysis situates the context in which
new political and religious ideas develop and take over within armed groups.
It suggests that armed groups’ ideological construction is a relational process,
with new ideas emerging in tandem with these groups’ internal and external
institutionalisation.

The Pre-War Roots of Jihadi Revisionism

Many Syrian armed groups, particularly Ahrar al-Sham, emerged from the
Islamist social movement, which was mostly dormant in northwest Syria be-
fore 2011, where many Ahrar al-Sham’s leaders originated. While the group has
extended its reach throughout Syria in the years since, its leaders, cadres, and
members primarily mobilised in the countryside of Idlib and Hama, especially
around the al-Ghab plains, followed by Aleppo and Homs. These regions consti-
tute the group’s core popular incubator (hadina sha‘biyya), which has remained
central throughout the conflict, despite Ahrar al-Sham’s various phases of expan-
sion and retreat. Ahrar al-Sham reflects a largely latent Islamist social movement
and the “radical milieu” - defined in social movement studies as armed groups’
supportive environment — that formed around it in the early days of the armed
opposition, which sustained the mobilisation of its early brigades.

This characteristic is a significant departure from most other Jihadi groups,
which either emerged or were substantially moulded outside their domestic
constituencies. The roots of Jihadi Salafism can be traced back to the mid-1970s,
when Egyptian and Syrian groups developed this ideology in their respective
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countries and in prisons. During the Afghan War, these groups interacted and
radicalised in a competitive social movement, which helped shape their ide-
ology further (Lav, 2012; Hamid & Farrall, 2015; Drevon, 2022).! Many Salafi
Jihadi groups that emerged in the Middle East and North Africa in the 1990s
and 2000s were formed by individuals who embraced Salafi Jihadi ideas in exile
before importing them into their home countries.? Algerian, Iraqi, Libyan, and
Indonesian groups are examples of such organisations. Although these groups
also radicalised because of their specific domestic environments, including
repression and political exclusion (Hafez, 2003; Burgat, 2007), ideological
developments in exile played a critical role in shaping the ideological construc-
tion and radicalisation of most Salafi Jihadi groups for the past three decades.

In interviews, Syrian Jihadis emphasise the domestic nature of their conflict
with the regime. They contend that the Syrian conflict cannot be compared to re-
sistance to foreign occupation, which they associate more closely with previous
conflicts such as in Afghanistan and neighbouring Iraq. This is also stressed by
HTS, whose top religious figure, Abu Abdullah al-Shami, argued:

In 2011, the situation was substantially different from Iraq in 2003. The
militarisation of the conflict in Syria involved a Muslim people fighting a pop-
ular revolution. This is very different from Iraq and its foreign occupation. Our
jihad was a revolution. It was not solely a reaction to occupation. Our struggle
therefore had to develop according to the local context and in line with local
developments. We could not be differentiated or isolated from the reality
around us.

Ahrar al-Sham emerged as one of the most successful groups during the early
stages of the Syrian uprising, as its growth paralleled the reactivation of the
Islamist social movement when militarisation became inevitable. The group’s
core membership originated primarily in the northwest region of Syria, which
had a history of violence and opposition to the Syrian regime. This region played
a critical role during the armed confrontation between Syrian Islamists and the
Baath party in the 1970s. While the first conflict is often portrayed as a confron-
tation solely between the Muslim Brotherhood and the regime, a plurality of
Islamist armed groups were involved at the time. The Brotherhood leadership
was notably divided on the legitimacy of violence between Hama and Aleppo,
with a more confrontational leadership in the former, where Ahrar al-Sham’s
current strongholds are located (Lefevre, 2013: 89-96; Conduit, 2019: 105-
111). Other organisationally distinct groups made common cause with the
Brotherhood by the late 1970s, when the conflict intensified. Although many
Brotherhood-affiliated families moved to Jordan and Iraq during the following
decades, many others remained in Syria.
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The group’s popular incubator is grounded in this political tradition.> Ahrar
al-Sham draws its popular support from a tradition of opposition to the Syrian
regime that is grounded in local politics rather than the internationalist ide-
ology of Salafi Jihadi activists. The group is aligned with Syrians who reside in
regions that have long resented the nature of the Syrian regime. This political
stance can be traced back to the domestic conflict that engulfed Syria in the
1970s and continues to be the dominant narrative for Ahrar al-Sham’s members
and associates. In contrast, the Salafi Jihadi ideology that emerged from foreign
jihads in Afghanistan and is historically associated with Palestinian and Egyptian
ideologues such as Abu Muhammad al-Maqdisi, Abu Qatada al-Filistini, and
Sayyed Imam al-Sharif, takes a back seat to the Syrian context. Former prison
leader Rami Dalati reinforces this point, arguing:

Many prominent Ahrar al-Sham members come from families affiliated to
the Muslim Brotherhood in the past. Others were associated to the trend de-
spite several divergences on particular positions, for instance on the legit-
imacy of party politics. Even somebody like Abu Khaled al-Suri, who was
accused of being closely associated with al-Qaeda networks, was a son of the
vanguard group (al-Tali‘a), not al-Qaeda.? Ahrar al-Sham youth were there-
fore not far from the pragmatism historically developed by the Brotherhood.
The transition was not difficult. The youths wanted jihad without being al-
Qaeda so what happened in Iraq in terms of excessive violence helped them
to take distance from the organisation quickly. In reality, they previously only
embraced Jihadi Salafism because they wanted jihad. But it was not their
real skin.

But Ahrar al-Sham is not a Muslim Brotherhood offshoot. While many
group leaders and members come from families associated with the Muslim
Brotherhood, Ahrar al-Sham is not a spin-off of the organisation.” The
Muslim Brotherhood played a role in the early development of a certain tradi-
tion in political Islam, which influenced subsequent generations of Islamists.
Even intellectuals associated with Jihadi Salafism, such as Abu Musab al-Suri
(2004) and the former Ahrar al-Sham and current HTS preacher Abu Fath al-
Farghali (2020a), recognise this point.® But most activists consider the Muslim
Brotherhood an old organisation that has lost ground in both militant activism
and the development of political Islam. Instead, the growth of new ideologies
that have spread in the Muslim world swayed Ahrar al-Sham and its popular
incubator. This is particularly true of the younger Islamist-leaning generations
influenced by the diffusion of Salafism in the region. Salafism has shaped the
mobilisation and socialisation of the Islamist social movement and has also de-
termined its evolving religious language and approach.
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Non-Jihadi Salafism swayed Ahrar al-Sham’s popular constituency in north
and northwest Syria for the past two to three decades. While this movement
was largely confined in the underground, it resonated with local conservative
families who were exposed to Salafi ideas through new means of communication
and the small-network approach of its adherents. Prior to the uprising, small-
scale networks of Salafi Muslims from different persuasions already engaged
in political and theological debates, including discussions on the legitimacy
of jihad in Iraq and the postponement of the application of Islamic law in the
Muslim world (irja’), as suggested in chapter 2.” These debates had long divided
Jihadi and non-Jihadi Salafis (Lav, 2012; Ismail, 2021).

The diffusion of Jihadi ideas in the 2000s influenced many youths who joined
Abhrar al-Sham after 2011, despite the early wishes of its leaders to distance it-
self from this trend. Some leaders and members of the group viewed al-Qaeda
favourably after the 9/11 attacks, seeing it as the sole opponent to American
domination in the Middle East. The popularity of Jihadi Salafism in the region
grew in reaction to the two successive American wars in Afghanistan and Iraqg, as
many local youths looked for a response to the new threat to the region (Drevon,
2017). However, it is important to note that, since the youths embraced these
ideas individually or in small-group settings, their beliefs were not necessarily
fully consistent with al-Qaeda’s. Some individuals supported al-Qaeda’s polit-
ical agenda without embracing all of its theological or ideological tenets. For
example, some supported al-Qaeda’s opposition to a perceived American mili-
tary hegemony in the region without accepting the group’s opposition to Hamas.
This view has been shared by a former leading member of Ahrar al-Sham who
joined the group in its early days:

I did identify with Jihadi Salafism as a student, when I was at the university.
But being Salafi Jihadi was more complicated than some might assume. I was
also close to Hamas as well for instance. I believed in the group’ strategy in
Palestine but I disagreed with it on other fronts. I knew that there were real
divergences between the group and al-Qaeda, but it did not matter to me.

A senior Islamist prisoner who participated in the armed conflict with the
regime in the late 1970s before becoming the highest religious reference of
the Islamic Front spearheaded by Ahrar al-Sham, Abu al-Abbas al-Shami,
emphasised this diversity:

I'was incarcerated along with some 1100 prisoners. We were all caught between
2005 and 2006. We were from everywhere in Syria. Many prisoners were very
simple, with little nuanced political understanding. They merely sympathised
with the Iraqi resistance against foreign occupation. Others, increasingly,
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adopted the ideas of al-Qaeda. But most of them evolved subsequently in
prison when we were all together.

The conflict in Iraq was a catalyst for the mobilisation of numerous Syrian
youths who were willing to fight American troops. The Syrian regime played a
facilitating role by allowing them to transit through Syria during the initial years
of the conflict. The regime believed that de-stabilising Iraq would prevent future
wars that might also target Syria. Additionally, the Syrian regime saw the conflict
in Iraq as an opportunity to eliminate local Islamist activists while simultane-
ously positioning them as bargaining chips with the American administration in
the future. While some of the Syrian youths who travelled to Iraq to fight against
the Americans were not necessarily aligned with al-Qaeda or its ideology, many
became sympathetic to the armed resistance against the American presence in
Irag. As al-Qaeda’s leader in Irag, Abu Musab al-Zarqawi,? gained influence
and control over the Iraqi armed factions, many of the Syrian youths who had
joined the armed opposition gradually began to adopt his ideological positions.
This created tension among supporters of the armed opposition, and even some
of the founders of groups like Ahrar al-Sham, such as Khaled Abu Anas, who
insisted:

Personally, I did not want them to go to Iraq. I did not dissuade them but I did
not encourage them either. I nonetheless insisted that they should not under-
take suicide operations with [Zarqawi’s] group Tawheed wal-Jihad.

In 2005, the Syrian regime’s previously lenient policy towards those wanting
to participate in jihad in Iraq ceased. Assad negotiated with the United States to
crack down on networks supporting jihad within Syria. This resulted in wide-
spread arrests across the country, targeting thousands of individuals suspected of
supporting the insurgency in Iraq. This shift in policy was concurrent with Syria’s
changing regional and international environment, which was heavily influenced
by events such as the assassination of former Lebanese Prime Minister Rafiq
Hariri and the subsequent forced withdrawal of Syrian troops from Lebanon.
Abul-Abbas al-Shami, a former prison leader, argued:

We have to remember the context in 2005. After the assassination of Lebanese
prime minister Hariri, an international investigation was ordered by the UN
Security Council. The team had to find those responsible in the regime and
among Hizbullah leaders. They had all the names, including Asef Shawkat
[a Syrian official]. We all believed that the US and Syria had an agreement.
They would not release the names publicly if the Syrian regime agreed to do
something in exchange. The regime therefore closed the border with Iraq
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and prevented the fighters from going. Many Islamists of all tendencies were
arrested in Syria, including myself.

Many youths who were arrested in Syria had participated in the war or were
associated with local supporting networks. For example, a Syrian whose cousin
quickly rose in Ahrar al-Sham leadership after 2011 affirmed:

My cousin was caught by the regime when repression started to target these
supporting networks. He was not involved in Islamist militancy but was simply
caught with them. Prison truly changed him, though. He got closer to Islamist
prison leaders. He learnt a lot from them, during these close interactions. He
quickly joined Ahrar al-Sham when he was liberated. Between them, they call
themselves the graduates of Saydnayya [the main Syrian prison] as if it was a
university!

The experience of imprisonment had a significant impact on Syrian Islamists,
particularly on members of Ahrar al-Sham. The Islamist prisoners drew across
various generations, ranging from those closely associated with the Muslim
Brotherhood legacy to younger Jihadi Salafis swayed by al-Qaeda. While some
prisoners had fought on the Iraqi front, many were arrested simply for sympathising
with the cause. In Saydnayya Prison, in the north of Damascus, the prisoners en-
gaged in lively discussions and debates on a range of issues that were prominent in
the Islamist social movement at the time. One of the most significant challenges
faced by Jihadi Salafis during the Iraq War was the imposition of harsh rulings on
the local population, which forced many Sunnis and Iraqi tribes to collaborate with
American forces to protect their communities (Benraad, 2011; Malkasian, 2017).
This collaboration led to the formation of the so-called sahwa or revival movement,
which Ahrar al-Sham has since argued should force the Islamists to forge their
ties with their popular constituency to prevent similar setbacks (al-‘Omar, 2016).
Additionally, the prisoners realized that Salafi Jihadi theoretical tenets cannot be
blindly applied without careful consideration. The excessive use of excommuni-
cation (fakfir) by Salafi Jihadi groups resulted in many violations and killings of
Muslims accused of heresy in Iraq, which made many sympathisers reluctant to
repeat these actions. Even individuals later associated with Jabhat al-Nusra and
its leadership have spoken publicly about these dynamics and their impact on
the most effective strategic route to achieve Jihadi groups’ objectives . Aside from
these weighty issues, daily life in prison management was also a concern among the
prisoners. Abul-Abbas al-Shami recalled this aspect of their imprisonment:

In prison we could administer ourselves. Prison authorities were at the door
while we conducted our own affairs inside. We elected our representatives to
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make decisions but ideological arguments plagued even administrative is-
sues. Some of us wanted to create a council to represent us. I was part of the
council and wanted to give a vote to every prisoner, including non-Islamists,
atheists, and spies for Israel. There was no alternative. Some individuals, who
were closer to al-Qaeda, refused the principle of elections. They said that this
was democracy, but I insisted that elections were just a tool. I told them that we
were not legislating on Islamic law. We were not changing religion. We were
just simplifying administrative decisions. Moreover, we divided on the con-
flict with the regime. How could we end it? I believed that there could be non-
violent ways too. We could solve our issues politically. Most of those who joined
Ahrar al-Sham were part of this group. Others, those closer to al-Qaeda’s ideas
whether organisationally or ideologically, only believed in violence. I told them
that the regime had tanks, planes, etc. What can you do? We have to choose the
most suited means to achieve our shared objectives. Their rationality is defi-
cient. Al-Qaeda always thinks the same way. They think in military terms only,
instead of complementary ways. But our interpretation (ijtihad) changes over
time depending on the circumstances and our capacities

The contradictions between Salafi Jihadi ideology and its actual practices
were laid bare in 2008, during a riot that erupted in the Saydnaya Prison. In
July of that year, the military police conducted a security sweep of the prison,
which resulted in a standoff between the Islamist prisoners and the authorities.
The riot was fuelled by the deplorable conditions of prison detention. The sit-
uation escalated quickly, resulting in intense clashes between the incarcerated
individuals and the prison authorities. During the chaos, the prisoners managed
to overpower the guards, and despite the regime’s control over the outside, they
also managed to retain control over the prison by neutralising the military po-
lice. A tense siege ensued, accompanied by ongoing negotiations to resolve the
situation, as the prisoners had taken officials and military police hostages (Saad,
2008). In the course of the crisis, the prisoners retrieved small weapons from
the security guards and debated their next move. Rami Dalati, a member of the
prisoners’ negotiation committee that eventually reached an agreement with the
prison authorities to end the crisis, recounted the events.

The prisoners divided along three lines regarding the use of weapons. The
first group wanted to find a solution whatever the price might be. It included
individuals of all persuasion, from the Muslim Brotherhood, independents,
and common criminals. The second group insisted that we should use the
weapons. We kill them and we die fighting. The third group said that we
should only use the weapons for self-defence. The third group managed to
convince parts of the second group of its ways. After 2011, most of the third



170 FROM JIHAD TO POLITICS

group joined Ahrar al-Sham. A minority, among the survivors of the second
group, joined IS. Maybe ten, nothing more. Those who switched side joined
Jabhat al-Nusra!

Prison debates prior to the outbreak of conflict in 2011 generated new
arguments and practical positions that challenged the excesses of Jihadi Salafism.
As early as three years before their eventual release, leaders and members who
would later join Ahrar al-Sham had already embraced an ideological revisionism
that positioned them favourably to promote new reforms in the future. When the
regime eventually released these prisoners between 2011 and 2012, the Islamist
militants who formed the core of Ahrar al-Sham were keen to learn from the
experiences of Iraq and avoid repeating its mistakes. Associates of Hassan Abud,
Ahrar al-Sham’s founding leader, confirmed that he was determined not to be
associated with al-Qaeda in the new conflict with the regime.” This decision
was in line with the trajectory that Ahrar al-Sham’s core militants had already
embraced, as many of them were already active outside the prison and eager to
create a new project that would differ from both the Muslim Brotherhood and
al-Qaeda. As Khaled Abu Anas argued:

When we met with the others, we all wanted to create something new. Al-
Qaeda was scary for many, so we had to take distance from this brand. We
wanted to take what was good in all the previous Islamist experiences. In the
Brotherhood, we would take the comprehensive vision (shumuli) and the
organisational development. In al-Qaeda, we would take the fight (al-gital). We
consider jihad and politics as complementary. For al-Qaeda, politics is the em-
brace of democracy so they reject it. For us, jihad and politics go together. We
were the first organisation of this type.

The decision to distance themselves from al-Qaeda at the outset of the Syrian
uprising was reinforced by the arrival of Syrian militants who had previously
been involved in jihad abroad. These veterans of earlier conflicts joined Ahrar al-
Sham early on, forming a network of like-minded militants who embraced armed
jihad in Syria while expressing a distaste for al-Qaeda’s influence. Abul-Abbas
al-Shami, the former prison leader who negotiated the end of the Saydnayya up-
rising, became the highest religious authority of the Ahrar al-Sham-supported
Islamic Front. Iyad al-Sha&ar, a prominent leader of Ahrar al-Sham who had been
active during the first war in Afghanistan alongside Abdullah ‘Azzam, also played
a significant role in the group’s formation (see Tarsha, 2018 for more details).
Sha‘ar met Abu Anas through shared contacts and quickly assumed leadership of
the group’s military apparatus. Abu Anas was impressed by Sha‘ar’s close associa-
tion with Abdullah ‘Azzam in Afghanistan. According to Sha‘ar and others, Ahrar
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al-Sham’s early leaders were determined to distance themselves from al-Qaeda,
as he explained:

I am the one who chose the name Ahrar al-Sham, a name that was not directly
Islamic. In the beginning of the uprising, here in Istanbul, I even wrote a polit-
ical program on behalf of the group. I set-up many meetings with other sheikhs
to convince early Ahrar al-Sham leaders of our ways. The programme was not
immediately adopted however, but the youths later embraced these ideas.

Ahrar al-Sham found itselfin a paradoxical situation at the start of the conflict.
Many prominent leaders and former prisoners who were hostile to al-Qaeda
still recognised that bin Laden’s organisation enjoyed some level of popularity
among their supporters. Ahrar al-Sham shared a similar frame of reference with
al-Qaeda, stemming from the Salafi approach (and partly Jihadi) to Islam, de-
spite real disagreements with al-Qaeda’s long-term trajectory. The new conflict
nonetheless presented a unique opportunity for Ahrar al-Sham to develop a new
Islamist project that was not affiliated with either the Muslim Brotherhood or
al-Qaeda. The new project would be Salafi, but only conditionally mujahid. In
other words, Ahrar al-Sham would be a Salafi armed group engaged in jihad be-
cause of the circumstances. It would not be Jihadi, but mujahid (literally: en-
gaged in jihad), since jihad is not be an end in itself but only a means to achieve
specific political objectives.

The Structure of the War

Ahrar al-Sham’s pre-war ideological debates positioned the group favourably to
politicise during the conflict. Individual leaders who were long cognisant of the
impact of radicalism, the negative legacy of al-Qaeda, and the trajectory of the
Salafi Jihadi movement were likely to commit to translating pre-existing ideolog-
ical debates into practice after the beginning of the conflict. This was particularly
true as they joined like-minded activists who had previously been involved in
jihad abroad and were determined not to repeat the same mistakes of the Jihadi
movement. This network of entrepreneurs collectively formed Ahrar al-Sham’s
early core, which was tasked with mobilising and socialising a new generation
of fighters that started to join them despite having no prior involvement in mil-
itancy, although they were often associated with the Islamist social movement.
However, while pre-war developments may set the stage for an armed group’s
ideological trajectory, in-war dynamics can also shape this early trajectory
in unpredictable ways. Armed groups unable to maintain control over their
mobilisation and socialisation processes may lose control over their members
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and see their ideological construction evolve in unintended ways.!° This is par-
ticularly true when armed groups engage in competitive escalation with other
groups, compartmentalise organisationally as they insulate themselves from
their environments, and start to define violence as an objective in itself (Della
Porta, 2013).

The nature of the Syrian uprising, being a domestic confrontation for polit-
ical authority rather than a war against foreign occupation, shaped the initial
perceptions of Ahrar al-Sham leaders. Like other armed groups, Ahrar al-Sham
saw itself as part of the Sunni majority in opposition to a minority-led political-
security apparatus. Other domestic conflicts like Algeria in the early 1990s,
where there were no sectarian differences between the regime and the op-
position, previously led to a violent spiral of radicalisation (e.g., Hafez, 2003;
Burgat, 2007). Ahrar al-Sham leaders therefore emphasised the need to build
stronger ties and embeddedness with the local Sunni communities from which
they originated. Many leaders had participated in the conflict in Iraq or had
connections to activists who had. They feared a repeat of the so-called Sunni
awakenings (sahwa), when local Sunnis allied with U.S. forces — their former
opponents — against al-Qaeda-allied groups that had antagonised them. Ahrar
al-Sham leaders and members hence often referred to the cultivation of the
group’s popular incubator early on, epitomising their efforts to avoid repeating
past mistakes. Ahrar al-Sham’s religious scholars stressed the importance of
paying attention to local populations, avoiding imposing harsh regulations,
and refraining from excommunication (Al-Shar‘, 2013). Even Jabhat al-
Nusra leaders believed that the revolutionary nature of the armed opposition
differentiated their group from the Iraqi experiment, despite their common af-
filiation with al-Qaeda.'! However, the differences between Ahrar al-Sham and
Jabhat al-Nusra suggest that the revolutionary nature of the armed opposition
alone cannot explain the diverging trajectories of all Syrian armed groups.

Ahrar al-Sham’s perceptions of its popular constituency were informed not
only by past experiences but also by new opportunities to cooperate with other
Syrian actors from 2011 onwards. The widespread adoption of violence after
2011 was not limited to Islamist or sub-Islamist groups, as in previous conflicts
involving Jihadis. Rather, the wide legitimisation of violence opened up new
avenues for collaboration between Islamist and non-Islamist groups and allowed
them to cater to a larger constituency beyond their immediate circles. This is in
contrast to conflicts such as Algeria in the 1990s, where repression was more sys-
tematically focused on Islamist groups, leading to their isolation from society as
they embraced violence and had little possibility of reaching out to other groups.
The indiscriminate nature of violence in Syria created an opportunity for Ahrar
al-Sham and other groups to form alliances and build stronger ties with local
communities, which was a key factor in shaping their approach to the conflict.
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Ahrar al-Sham’s external ties outside Syria also informed its politicisation.
Unlike other local factions, Ahrar al-Sham’s early external connections allowed
it to become a critical broker between various local, regional, and international
actors supporting the uprising during its initial two years. This structuring
positioning enabled Ahrar al-Sham to establish multiple ties with other groups,
including Islamist movements and activists based in Istanbul, where Ahar al-
Sham’s political bureau was located. While foreign networks and militants are
often associated with ideological radicalisation (e.g., Kilcullen, 2011; Bakke,
2014), this was not necessarily the case for Ahrar al-Sham. The group’s leaders’
interactions with other actors shaped their approach to the conflict. For in-
stance, Iyad al-Shaar recognised that Hamas leaders based in Istanbul pro-
vided them with advice on the group’s organisational structure and political
program.'? Despite differing ideological traditions with the Palestinian group,
Hamas’ careful balance of political and military objectives served as a valuable
reference point. Other meetings included former Egyptian Islamist militants,
including members of the ex-Jihadi group al-Jama‘a al-Islamiyya. One of their
leaders, Rifa'i Taha, offered advice and suggestions, and attempted to mediate
the conflict with Jabhat al-Nusra by encouraging the latter to break ties with al-
Qaeda, though his mission was aborted when he was killed in a U.S. drone attack
in April 2016.1

Inside Syria, the fragmented nature of the armed opposition reinforced Ahrar
al-Sham’s politicisation. After three decades of repressive regime policies, the
armed opposition was highly diverse and difficult to unify. The presence of
numerous factions during the early phase of the conflict exacerbated internal
tensions between local armed groups, which were often more practical than ide-
ological in nature. For instance, they struggled with issues such as how to share
war spoils (ghanima), how to manage the proliferation of checkpoints manned
by different groups, and how to resolve family conflicts that could escalate into
factional disputes. Additionally, the armed opposition’s control of broad geo-
graphic areas necessitated more advanced military collaboration. As a result,
large front lines with regime forces emerged, requiring new military approaches
to counter the growing influence of external militias backed by Iran and its re-
gional allies in support of the regime.

The seizure of large territories forced all the armed groups, including Ahrar
al-Sham, to institutionalise internally and externally, as discussed in chapter 3.
Ahrar al-Sham and other larger groups could no longer be a mere patchwork of
local military units coordinating only small-scale military battles. They also had
to confront economic and social challenges affecting civilians under their con-
trol, which necessitated the development of a local system of governance. Yet the
armed groups lacked experience in governing civilians and did not have a clear
practical programme to implement. Unlike ISIS, which previously governed
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Sunni areas in Iraq with excessive violence and exerted hegemonic control, other
armed groups shared power—sometimes uneasily—with one another and with
competing local councils. Their attempt to govern Raqqa, where Ahrar al-Sham
was dominant and which was the first Syrian provincial city under the armed
opposition’s control, was unsuccessful, as they were ill-prepared to rule the pop-
ulation and failed to recognise the threat posed by ISIS. In other cities, Ahrar
al-Sham and other factions formed Islamic committees (al-Hayat al-Islamiyya)
to address local issues, police the areas, and provide assistance. They recognised
the importance of collaborating with local groups, initiatives, and interna-
tional organisations and NGOs.!* These experiences informed their political
perspectives, which revealed the need for local governance beyond the mere im-
plementation of Islamic law in a post-Assad Syria.

Ahrar al-Sham’s decision to institutionalise cross-factional alliances to sup-
port its organisational expansion also significantly bolstered its politicisation.
The integration of more urban factions contributed significantly to the devel-
opment of a more nuanced political understanding of reality, although these
positions were not necessarily embraced by all the new sub-groups. For in-
stance, Mujahidu Ashida, a group committed to stricter local practices,'® op-
posed Ahrar al-Sham’s politicisation and later severed ties with its leadership,
citing a lack of trust in its religious council and the belief that the group was
impeding cross-factional unity (Ashida, 2016b). However, the integration of
significant factions like Liwa al-Haq (the Brigade of Truth) from Homs had a
profound impact on Ahrar al-Sham’s political development, too. As a faction
made up of middle-class, educated Syrians, Liwa al-Hagq’s inclusion in Ahrar
al-Sham reinforced its political construction. Although one of its three prom-
inent commanders passed away shortly after joining Ahrar al-Sham, the two
others, the Nahhas brothers Labib and Kanan, became leading reformists in
Ahrar al-Sham’s consultative council. Their formal inclusion in the group’s
organisational structures confirmed Ahrar al-Sham’ willingness to collab-
orate with other actors, including foreign countries. The Nahhas brothers
joined Ahrar al-Sham’s political bureau with the responsibility of cultivating
friendly relationships with foreign countries and conveying the group’s stance
to Western audiences. Labib al-Nahhas, the new head of Ahrar al-Sham’s in-
ternational relations, famously wrote two editorials for an American and
a British newspaper in 2015 (al-Nahhas, 2015b, 2015¢). In these articles, he
criticised the stereotypical association of the Syrian opposition with al-Qaeda
and argued that Syrian groups like Ahrar al-Sham were institutionalised armed
groups with broad public support on the front-line against IS. These efforts
were aligned with broader international attempts to legitimise the group, in-
cluding vis-a-vis the United States, as an acknowledgement of its strength and
potential (Akum, 2015).
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The position of Western countries on the Syrian conflict also impacted Ahrar
al-Sham’s choices. Unlike previous conflicts, in which Islamists challenged ruling
regimes, as in Algeria in the 1990s, Western countries did not stand in opposi-
tion to violent change in Syria. The nature and level of repression, in addition
to their own antagonism of the Assad regime, instead legitimised their endorse-
ment of violence, as in Libya beforehand. Though Western countries, especially
after 2014, continued to reject any group associated with al-Qaeda or IS, as well
as those advocating violence beyond Syria, they have also shown some willing-
ness to engage with Islamists who disavow global jihad. In certain instances, they
have even opposed the UN. Security Council’s designation of certain groups for
their association with al-Qaeda, including Ahrar al-Sham (Nichols, 2016).

Ahrar al-Sham’s transformation allowed it to become more than a mili-
tary organisation. The group’s involvement in wider political initiatives and
negotiations with Syrian and foreign actors forced it to clarify its political
positions. Ahrar al-Sham participated in a range of multilateral negotiations,
from local cease-fires to international discussions on the future of Syria. The
exigencies of the war and the changing political landscape compelled the
group to engage in political discourse, despite internal hesitations about fully
embracing the revolutionary agenda, including the symbolic flag and Arab penal
code, as will be discussed later in this chapter.

Competition between Jihadi Groups

The Syrian conflict has been one of the most competitive wars for Salafi Jihadi
groups worldwide. These groups have not only impacted the war in terms of mil-
itary effectiveness by introducing new repertoires of violence, such as foreign
fighters and suicide bombings, but also influenced international perceptions of
the conflict. The regime exploited their presence to de-legitimise the popular up-
rising as an al-Qaeda or IS-led armed insurgency that threatened international
peace and security. Although Ahrar al-Sham is not a Salafi Jihadi group per se,
some of its early leaders were partially associated with this ideological trend in
the past. This forced the group to clarify its political positions to both Syrians
and foreign countries supporting the uprising. As a result, the group increasingly
had to differentiate itself from other Salafi Jihadi armed groups and their polit-
ical agendas. The competition with other Salafi Jihadi groups ultimately shaped
how Ahrar al-Sham politicised during the war.

The competition among Jihadi groups in the Syrian conflict is not a new phe-
nomenon. This trend has been plagued by internal divisions and competition
since its coalescence in Afghanistan in the late 1980s (Gerges, 2011; Moghadam
& Fishman, 2011). The crystallisation of Salafi Jihadi ideology in the context of
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war by poorly institutionalised groups exacerbated internal ideological debates
and radicalised their social movement in exile (Drevon, 2022). As these groups
participated in numerous other conflicts, especially Algeria in the 1990s, internal
divisions worsened. Today, divisions over the trend’s strategic priorities, balance
between ideological fidelity and practical accommodation, and relations with
one another strongly resonate with the Syrian conflict.

When the conflict erupted, Ahrar al-Sham leaders were aware that al-Qaeda
had gained some popularity among Sunni youths who joined the rebellion.
They acknowledged that many of them were not fully aware of al-Qaeda’s past
actions in Iraq and sympathised with the group’s political agenda, as al-Qaeda
had dominated the Salafi Jihadi trend since 9/11 (Drevon, 2017). Al-Qaeda had
effectively monopolised armed resistance against foreign occupation through its
actions against American forces and their allies in the region, and had come to
represent the cultural idiom of Salafi armed jihad, including slogans, symbols,
literature, and vocabulary.!® As of 2011, Islamist militants involved in foreign
jihad had failed to present a credible alternative, which made it difficult for them
to disassociate themselves from al-Qaeda in the eyes of their followers. Khaled
Abu Anas noted:

Al-Qaeda could not use their traditional arguments against us. They could not
accuse us, like the Muslim Brotherhood, of embracing democracy for instance.
But, on the other hand, we did not have anything to differentiate ourselves ei-
ther. al-Qaeda monopolised the field with its slogans, nasheed [a capella reli-
gious songs], and concepts. Many of our youths felt that they were part of that
too. Many youths went for Jabhat al-Nusra when the group appeared publicly.
Jabhat al-Nusra leaders also sent people to our youths to receive their alle-
giance. They had a lot of success. We could have disappeared. So we had to
develop a distinctive identity, as Ahrar, not al-Qaeda. Our vision developed as
aresponse.

Despite Ahrar al-Sham’s early leaders’ opposition to al-Qaedas agenda, the
latter’s domination of the Jihadi trend meant that its worldviews and frames
of reference were still prevalent. Ahrar al-Sham relied on shared literature and
references, particularly in their training camps, which some Islamists close to
Ahrar al-Sham and its leaders claimed was a reason for distancing themselves
from the group. They did not perceive a clear enough distinction between Ahrar
al-Sham and al-Qaeda, as argued by Rami Dalati:

I did join Ahrar al-Sham in the beginning. When I was with them, I went to
the training camps and I saw that all their literature and references were
drawn from al-Qaeda despite the real opposition to the direction taken by the
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organisation! I left for that reason though we continued to be in discussion
over the years. Now, I believe that the group should be more open. That means
that they have to become a modern movement that does not use this old ter-
minology. No more amir, no more kunya [Islamic noms de guerre]. It does not
sound right to continue using these terms.

Abu Fath al-Farghali, a former member of the Egyptian group al-Jama‘a al-
Islamiyya who identifies as Salafi Jihadi, equally perceived similarities between
Ahrar al-Sham’s early positioning and Jihadi Salafism. He pointed out that a
prominent Ahrar al-Sham religious scholar, Abu Sarayya al-Shami, published
a book in 2013 entitled Lights on the Method of the Mujahid Group (al-Shami,
2013), which very much aligned with the Salafi Jihadi trend. Abu Sarayya was
a founder of the smaller group Harakat al-Fajr al-Islamiyya, which later joined
Ahrar al-Sham during its transformation into a larger movement. According to
al-Farghali (2020b):

When I entered Syria, I read the book authored by Abu Sarayya. I was told that
it was the ideology of Ahrar al-Sham, and effectively it was at the time. I found
that the book was entirely Salafi Jihadi. It was the ideology of al-Qaeda. It relied
on their sheikhs like Abu Muhammad al-Maqdisi, Abu Qatada al-Falastini,
Abu Yahiyya al-Libi, and Sayyid Imam. The main difference between them and
al-Qaeda was international jihad (al-jihad al-‘alami) [which the book did not
condone]. Most ideas of Ahrar al-Sham were congruent with Jihadi Salafism
on democracy, offensive jihad [jihad al-talab], and the return of the caliphate
among other issues.

Competition within the same Islamist social movement can contribute to the
radicalisation of armed groups. Fringe groups tend to develop uncompromising
ideological frames to maintain the loyalty of their members and isolate them from
their surroundings (Della Porta, 1995: 113-135). They create internal messages
that define their conflict as an existential war against their opponents. The use
of excommunication (takfir) illustrates this development in Islamist groups that
gradually reject non-members as non-Muslims, as in Algeria in the late 1990s
(Hafez, 2003: 109-198). Excommunicating non-members and deserters helps
maintain internal cohesion and prevent dissent that could threaten group sur-
vival. Embracing radical ideas can also address critical organizational challenges
by providing members with ideational incentives, ensuring soldiers are com-
mitted, and demonstrating credible behaviour externally (Walter, 2017).

It means that, although Ahrar al-Sham’s leaders were already vying to distance
themselves from global jihad in the beginning of the conflict, they were still ap-
prehensive at being excommunicated by more radical groups. Many individuals
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who interacted closely with Ahrar al-Sham’s leadership in the early stages of the
conflict express regret over the group’s concerns about how IS and Jabhat al-
Nusra perceived it. They lament that Ahrar al-Sham’s worry that these groups
would excommunicate it hampered its ability to adopt a more assertive political
stance during the first phase of the conflict, fearing that this would weaken its
internal cohesion.!”

The competition between Jihadi groups played out in two distinct phases.
The first phase began with the split between IS and Jabhat al-Nusra. IS was
threatened by the success and empowerment of its Syrian affiliate and attempted
to reassert itself by forcibly announcing a public merger of the two entities in
April 2013. But Jabhat al-Nusra leader al-Jolani refused to accept IS’s control,
hastening the split between the two groups. This initial separation was prima-
rily driven by power dynamics, as the Syrians wanted to lead their armed op-
position against the regime instead of submitting to the authority of their Iraqi
commanders. Ideological differences nonetheless existed, such as Jabhat al-
Nusra’s decision to cease so-called martyrdom operations against targets near
civilian gatherings, which IS promoted. Jolani also opposed sectarian warfare
against religious minorities, and did not heed IS’s orders to plan armed attacks
against the mainstream Syrian opposition in Istanbul.!® As time passed, substan-
tial ideological differences crystallised, and the two groups began to follow di-
vergent paths. IS succeeded in obtaining the allegiance of foreign fighters who
were attracted more by the idea of an Islamic state than by mere opposition to
the regime. In the east of the country, where Jabhat al-Nusra historically held
extensive economic resources, especially the oil fields, IS imposed itself. Ahrar
al-Sham also helped Jabhat al-Nusra survive. The group did not want to face IS
alone, believing that balancing more radical groups against one another would
prevent any of them from becoming a hegemon."’

The conflict with IS led to Ahrar al-Sham’s first dissociation from Jihadi
Salafism. After Jabhat al-Nusra’s split from IS, a wider conflict between the
mainstream Syrian opposition and the Iraqi group ensued, resulting in IS’s ex-
pulsion from northwest Syria. This confrontation posed a challenge for Ahrar
al-Sham, as its leaders realised that their soldiers were not always willing to fight
fellow Muslims, regardless of their ideological and organisational differences.
The shared symbols and concepts between Ahrar al-Sham and other Jihadi
groups made cross-factional infighting difficult. To address this, Ahrar al-Sham
resorted to both financial punishments and renewed ideological indoctrina-
tion. The group withdrew financial support from sub-factions that refused to
fight and declared their neutrality instead. For example, it expelled a sub-group
based in Damascus from its ranks for refusing to fight IS and demanded that
the group return the weapons that belonged to Ahrar al-Sham (Ahrar al-Sham,
2015e). Second, Ahrar al-Sham decided to focus on ideological indoctrination
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by attacking the Islamic illegitimacy of IS, describing them as heretics (khawarij)
and extremists (bugha) (al-Shami, 2014b; Tarsha, 2018). Khaled Abu Anas
argued:

We did not develop a proper ideological and religious approach against IS until
the loss of Raqqa. We only reacted after. The risk was that, as they declared
their Caliphate, many people left for them from Jabhat al-Nusra, the Free
Syrian Army, even Suqur al-Sham. So we had to develop an approach against
extremism in religion (ghulu) as well. It was difficult to fight them militarily as
we could not fight other Muslims and many of our youths were not responsive
to our call for action against them.

IS’s new international prominence, which threatened to tarnish the rep-
utation of Syrian Islamists, informed Ahrar al-Sham’s embrace of the Syrian
revolutionary agenda. As IS occupied areas previously held by Syrian factions
and imposed harsh rules, the international community started to perceive
the group as a real threat. This also furthered the regime’s claims that only
its military forces could prevent IS’s expansion. The situation was particularly
alarming for the Salafi factions with ambiguous relationships to transnational
Jihadi groups, as they feared being associated with IS and potentially listed
as terrorist groups. To prevent this, the Islamic Front (inclusive of Ahrar al-
Sham), Ajnad al-Sham, Faylaq al-Sham, Jaysh al-Mujahideen, and Alwiya al-
Furqan signed a revolutionary covenant of honour (mithaq sharaf thawri) in
April 2014 to assert their inclusion in the Syrian mainstream armed opposition
to the regime. A former head of Ahrar al-Sham’s political bureau, Abu Khaled,
explained:

The covenant of honour was the outcome of regional developments. External
actors expected a quick initiative from the factions to take a clear stance on
what was happening with regards to the actions of groups like IS vis-a-vis
Western countries.

The covenant of honour emphasised the political—and not religious—
objectives of the revolution against the regime and IS’s radicalism. It aimed to
distance the Islamist factions from Salafi Jihadi internationalism by claiming that
they were manned by Syrian fighters without foreign allegiance, and that their
goal was to establish a just state that would respect the rights of all its citizens,
including religious minorities. This position aligns with legitimacy-seeking
groups that abide by International Humanitarian Law to legitimise themselves
(Jo,2015). Additional communiqués confirmed that Ahrar al-Sham did not have
external relations with al-Qaeda but was only fighting for the self-determination
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of Syrians through various means, including military (Ahrar al-Sham, 2015d).
The most controversial element for Salafi Jihadi groups like IS and Jabhat al-
Nusra was the covenant’s declaration that the signatories were willing to meet
and cooperate with regional and international state supporters of the uprising,
violating a central Salafi Jihadi ideological tenet (‘adam istiana bil-kuffar) that
Muslims “cannot seek the assistance of non-Muslims.”?® Ahrar al-Sham’s leader,
Hassan Abud, accompanied this overture with multiple interviews to Arab
media in 2013 (Abud, 2013a, 2013b, 2014), triggering strong opposition from
Salafi Jihadi intellectuals and groups unaffiliated with IS. Jabhat al-Nusra (2014)
notably denounced collaboration with states at war with Islam, prioritisation of
citizenship over religious brotherhood, and lack of commitment to a state ruled
by Islamic law. According to Husam Tarsha:

The signing of the covenant occurred because of the international context.
Western countries did not differentiate the armed Islamist groups active in
Syria. We were described as terrorists, which impacted our relations with other
actors. We wanted to respond to that with an Islamic solution so we discussed
with all the groups to find a way out. We released the communiqué in response.
Jabhat al-Nusra attacked us at the time, claiming that we were renouncing
the implementation of Islamic Law. But that was a lie. The covenant did not
say that.

In 2015, Ahrar al-Sham started to be “revisionist,” largely due to the group’s
development of political positions that deviated from major Salafi Jihadi ideo-
logical tenets (Heller, 2015). The group’s covenant was a clear statement of its
stance against elitist jihad (jihad al-nukhba), which is often associated with Jihadi
Salafism. Instead, Ahrar al-Sham advocated for jihad of the Muslim commu-
nity (jihad al-umma), which emphasises the central role of local communities.
In distancing itself from groups it previously considered “brothers of the Salafi
method” (ikhwat al-manhaj), Ahrar al-Sham changed its initial motto from a
“project for the Muslim community” (mashru‘ umma) to one in support of “the
people’s revolution” (thawrat al-shaab). Although Ahrar al-Sham had begun to
shift its focus before 2014, its conflict with IS forced the group to publicly clarify
its political positions.

Some of the group’s intellectuals, who were previously associated with the
Salafi Jihadi trend, such as Abu Yazan al-Shami, expressed regret to the Syrian
people for bringing ideological debates into their revolution. This was a sig-
nificant move, considering Abu Yazan’s past affiliation with the trend. While
many Ahrar al-Sham leaders had not embraced Jihadi Salafism or distanced
themselves from it before 2011, Abu Yazan was more closely associated with it.
According to his friend Muhammad al-Amin, Abu Yazan was even offered the
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position of mulfti for al-Zarqawi in Iraq in the 2000s (Heller, 2014). In 2014, Abu
Yazan declared:

Yes, I was Salafi Jihadi, and I was imprisoned in the regime’s jails for it. Today,
I ask for God’s forgiveness and repent to Him, and I apologise to our people for
involving them in Don Quixotic battles of which there was no need. I apologise
for being apart from you for even a day, as when I exited my intellectual prison
and mingled with you and with your hearts.

However, IS was not the only Salafi Jihadi contender that posed a lasting and
threatening challenge to Ahrar al-Sham. After successfully evicting IS from
opposition-held territories, Jabhat al-Nusra emerged as a significant player in
the conflict. The split with IS led to the departure of most foreign fighters and the
loss of critical oil resources in Deir al-Zor province. Jabhat al-Nusra reasserted
itself in the next few months by reconfiguring its organisational structures
and promoting more radical figures to leadership positions. For instance, the
group’s Sharia council head, Abu Maria al-Qahtani, who was relatively inclusive,
resigned and was replaced by a more maximalist Jordanian, Sami al-’Uraydi,
who is close to the Salafi Jihadi theologian Abu Muhammad al-Magqdisi. By the
end of 2014, Jabhat al-Nusra became a target for U.S. forces and began to dis-
mantle arguably corrupt or American-supported factions. The group notably
attacked the Front of Revolutionaries and the Hazm movement, as mentioned in
previous chapters. An audio leak in the summer of 2014 suggested that the group
might be trying to set up an independent emirate in the northwest, though group
members argue that the leak was rhetorical and did not reflect a real project.
This accompanied the group’s stronger local implementation near the border
with Turkey, withdrawal from governing structures previously shared with other
groups, and the creation of the group’s own courts and social services (Lund,
2014c, 2015b).

The reassertion of Jabhat al-Nusra after its split with IS posed a lasting and
significant threat to Ahrar al-Sham. While non-Islamist armed factions and
Jabhat al-Nusra may have had limited overlap in their support bases, Ahrar al-
Sham and Jabhat al-Nusra were part of an overlapping social movement, sharing
ideational symbols and embracing similar politico-religious concepts and
views.?! Unlike other factions, Jabhat al-Nusra could not paint Ahrar al-Sham
as a Western-supported project, given that both groups adhered to the Salafi ap-
proach to Islam, which precluded the type of argument used in the past against
the Muslim Brotherhood, for instance.?? This made the competition between the
two groups a potential zero-sum game, with fears on both sides that they could
lose popular support to the other. Ahrar al-Sham was a notable threat for Jabhat
al-Nusra, since it specifically strived to create an Islamist project that could be
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an alternative to both al-Qaeda and the Muslim Brotherhood. Even Osama
bin Laden recognised that his brand had become more toxic after 2011 and
encouraged the use of alternative names such as Ansar al-Shari‘a (supporters of
sharia) (Zelin, 2012a). In Syria, the space for a Salafi armed alternative to al-
Qaeda was particularly wide, as al-Qaeda was no longer a hegemon in its social
movement.

A primary distinction between IS and Jabhat al-Nusra lay in their differing
attitudes towards other groups. IS claimed to be the only legitimate Islamic state
globally and denounced all other factions, which justified a full-scale military
confrontation with the opposition. In contrast, Jabhat al-Nusra did not publicly
excommunicate other Syrian groups and selectively targeted specific factions
while remaining integrated into the mainstream opposition. This approach
prevented all-out conflict with other factions and allowed for a more strategic
use of military force.

Ahrar al-Sham opposed Jabhat al-Nusra on two fronts. First, it opposed
Jabhat al-Nusra’s external ties to al-Qaeda, which the regime and its allies used
to denounce the armed opposition as an international threat. Even Western
countries supportive of regime change, particularly the United States, strongly
considered it a threat, leading to numerous drone attacks against prominent
Jabhat al-Nusra leaders. Ahrar al-Sham therefore insisted that Jabhat al-Nusra
renounce its foreign allegiance to al-Qaeda and fully embrace the Syrian revolu-
tion before agreeing to merge with the group. Although Ahrar al-Sham initially
invited Jabhat al-Nusra to join the Islamic Front, the ties to al-Qaeda subse-
quently became a strong prerequisite to any unification of the Syrian opposition.
Ahrar al-Sham gradually raised its demands against Jabhat al-Nusra, as stated by
a prominent Ahrar al-Sham leader:

We raised our demands when Jabhat al-Nusra appeared, and further raised
them when IS appeared. We decided to discuss their concepts (mafahim) from
within, with our own understanding despite a similar frame of reference. We
had to correct what was wrong. It was really challenging for them. We came
from the same positions and frame of references. We would say that we also
want an Islamic state but differ from them in how to create it, as we believe in
something more gradual.

Second, Ahrar al-Sham sought to distance itself from certain aspects of the
Salafi approach to Islam. The group realised that it could not simply denounce
Jabhat al-Nusra as heretics or extremists (khawarij, baghi) as they had with
IS, to highlight their violations of Islamic orthodoxy in theological terms. The
problem with Jihadi Salafism was more profound. It lays in its ideological foun-
dation and recognised sources of authority. Ahrar al-Sham leaders recognised
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that the horizontal Salafi hierarchy, which eschewed clergies, had alienated
Muslims from their scholars. The absence of hierarchy granted considerable in-
fluence to unaccountable independent intellectuals, such as Abu Muhammad
al-Maqdisi, Abu Qatada, and others. As independent figures of authority, Salafi
Jihadi intellectuals and thinkers were not bound by the organisational interests
of specific groups and their constituents in armed conflicts. Therefore, Ahrar al-
Sham leaders reflected on the role of Sunni ‘ulama’ and the schools of jurispru-
dence in Islam (madhhab) as well. They argued that the group began training
its religious scholars in the Shafi’i and Hanbali schools of jurisprudence to re-
connect young people with their scholars and reduce the influence of foreign
intellectuals. Khaled Abu Anas contended:

One of the core issue with the Salafi approach of al-Albani, la madhhabiyya
[not referring to the classical schools of jurisprudence], is to cut our ties to the
religious scholars (the “ulama”). We therefore wanted to revive the schools of
jurisprudence (madhhab) and teach the Shafi‘i and Hanbali schools. This is an
answer to the centrality taken by the intellectuals (munathirin) like [Abu Basir]
al-Tartusi, Abu Qatada, and Abu Muhammad al-Magsissi. They are not ‘ulama;
just thinkers. They took the place of the “ulama” when the “ulama” stayed silent.
But the risk is that our youths rely on them instead of relying on the “ulama.”

But Ahrar al-Sham was not alone in revising its theological approach. Jabhat
al-Nusra also recognised the need to revive Islam’s schools of jurisprudence for
similar reasons. HTS’s chief religious authority, Abu Abdullah al-Shami, argued:

Initially there were two positions in Jabhat al-Nusra. Some individuals opposed
the schools of jurisprudence and others supported it. Abu Muhammad al-Jolani
embraced it. This position now prevails in the group. We now train people on
the schools of jurisprudence, even though we still believe in the Salafi (athari)
religious creed. The Hanafi school of jurisprudence was historically adopted by
the Ottoman administration but we have a preference for the Shafi‘i school, as it
is the school of the majority in Idlib.

Ahrar al-Sham rooted its political positions in established religious traditions
to legitimise itself vis-a-vis its constituency and groups like Jabhat al-Nusra
(Ahrar al-Sham, n.d.d, n.d.f, n.d.h, n.d.g). The group rejected labels such as
“liberal,” “democratic,” or “modernist” and instead aligned itself with Islamic
Law-Guided Public Policy (siyasa al-shari’yya), a tradition associated with the
prominent modern Salafi scholar, Ibn Taymiyya (al-Shami, 2014a). Ahrar al-
Sham argued that Islamic Law is built on constant (thawabit) principles that
are valid across time and place, and that even jihad as armed struggle is only a
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means to an end. The group maintained that Islamic constants cannot be ap-
plied without consideration for the higher purposes of Islamic law (magqasid
al-shari‘ya) in the jurisprudence of objectives (figh al-magqasid), which helps to
legitimise a degree of pragmatism in how Islamic Law is applied (Ahrar al-Sham,
n.d.f, n.d.h). In other words, armed groups must evaluate their priorities in light
of changing realities and the interests of the community.

Abhrar al-Sham argued that the current reality of the conflict in Syria required
new choices from the armed opposition. The Muslim community is in a dire
condition of subdual (istid af), which necessitates working within the constraints
of what is actually possible (istita‘) (Ahrar al-Sham, n.d.d). As explained by Abu
Yazan al-Shami, Muslims need a jurisprudence of renaissance (figh al-nahda)
instead of a jurisprudence of empowerment (figh al-tamkin), which is often used
by Islamists vying to impose their governance (Ahrar al-Sham, n.d.d). Creating
a just Islamic state does not solely rely on a few victories, but also on preserving
the gains of a Muslim community that faces a battle for survival. Armed groups
do not choose their reality, including their position in the international polit-
ical and economic systems. The characteristics of current conflicts, including
military, economic, political, and media developments, is shaped by this ex-
ternal reality. Ibn Taymiyya and Ahmad Ibn Ahmad, both prominent medieval
Muslim scholars revered by contemporary Salafis, acknowledged the need for
prioritising enemies in their time.Ahrar al-Sham hence insisted that the Syrian
revolution has to adapt its approach and discourse to succeed in the modern
era, which is dissimilar to the medieval period (al-Minbar al-Fikri, n.d.). Ahrar
al-Sham therefore contended that it is necessary to balance the positive and neg-
ative yield (maslaha versus mafsada) of their decisions. The group defended a
step-by-step gradual approach that includes collaboration with other groups.

Similar views were articulated in public during an extensive conference
held in 2016 in northwest Syria, where numerous leaders of Ahrar al-Sham,
including ‘Ali al-‘Omar, delineated the lineage of Ahrar al-Sham to other
Islamist movements. Al-‘Omar connected Islamist movements to the 1924 end
of the Muslim Caliphate and identified four main trends and their respective
approaches to political action: the Muslim Brotherhood and its emphasis on
politics, the Tabligh movement and its focus on individual proselytisation, the
intellectual debates of Hizb ut-Tahrir, and the resort to weapons of the Jihadis.
He added that Ahrar al-Sham views these approaches as complementary, not
exclusive. Al-‘Omar also stressed important lessons from the war in Iraq, where
Jihadis were strong but behaved violently with civilians. Instead, he stressed the
importance of responding to the people’s demand and to fight alongside non-
Salafi Muslims too. The immediate objective should be fighting the regime and
creating a Muslim state gradually, not imposing harsh measures on the popula-
tion (al-‘Omar, 2016).
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Ahrar al-Sham accordingly reviewed various conceptions embraced by other
Salafi Jihadi groups. Drawing upon Islamic tradition, the group argued that IS’s
claims to a Caliphate were unfounded (al-Malik, 2014), especially since it had
been seized through violent means from rival factions (Ahrar al-Sham, n.d.g;
al-Minbar al-Fikri, 2014). However, the group did not stop there. It went on to
repudiate the narrow conception of the “victorious sect” (al-ta’ifa al-mansura)
favoured by Salafis to justify that only their approach to Islam is legitimate.
Instead, it contended that the nature of the uprising against the attacking enemy
(al-adu al-sa’il) necessitates the unity of all, even those who do not subscribe to
the same religious beliefs (Al-Shami, 2014b). In addition to these publications,
the group produced a variety of studies examining Turkey and its governance
system (Ahrar al-Sham, n.d.b), the political realities of the revolution (Ahrar al-
Sham, n.d.f, n.d.g, n.d.h; al-Minbar al-Fikri, n.d), and the imperative to draw
upon the group’s popular base (hadina sha’biyya) in order to build a lasting po-
litical order (al-‘Omar, 2016).

However, the adoption of new ideological positions alone was insufficient for
Ahrar al-Sham to confront the challenge posed by Jabhat al-Nusra. IS isolated it-
self from the armed opposition by indiscriminately attacking all its components,
Jihadis and non-Jihadis alike. Ahrar al-Sham could not simply denounce Jabhat
al-Nusra in a similar manner, since the latter had established a strong presence
within the armed opposition, often fighting alongside Ahrar al-Sham’s own
troops. Ironically, Jabhat al-Nusra would later adopt a similar religious and polit-
ical rhetoric to justify its own political positions after 2017, when it transformed
into HTS.

Ahrar al-Sham’s Institutional Impediments to Politicisation

The structure of the conflict and the nature of Salafi Jihadi competition in-
formed Ahrar al-Sham’s political construction, yet these cannot be isolated from
the broader institutional dynamics that govern the group’s decision-making
processes. Ahrar al-Sham’s institutionalisation is unique in this regard, as the
group was founded on multiple networks that institutionalised the ties con-
necting different units, rather than being centred on a single geographic area
or local leader. This institutional setting proved appealing to many independent
military units, which quickly joined the group and contributed to Ahrar al-
Sham’s transformation into the leading armed group of the Syrian conflict.
Ahrar al-Sham consolidated in two stages prior to the assassination of most of
the group’s leaders in September 2014. The initial formation of the group’s lead-
ership council was based on its constitutive military units, which got an equal
role in the leadership. As new factions integrated into the group, negotiations
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occasionally took place to include their leaders into the council based on their
strength, strategic importance, or particular attributes. The loose ties that
connected Ahrar al-Sham leaders, stemming from their embeddedness in var-
ious social networks such as the Islamist social movement or prison networks,
facilitated the consolidation process in a relatively smooth and organic bottom-
up process. To clarify the prerogatives of the leader and the leadership council, as
well as the conditions in which new members could be named, internal reforms
were implemented in 2014 to review internal organisational procedures, consid-
ering the group’s rapid expansion. Khaled Abu Anas, who advocated for a con-
sensual leadership style, clarified the principles of the system, stating:

We created the consultative council as a binding (mulzima) institution.
The leader has some level of freedom but everything pertaining to strategic
decisions requires a majority of the votes. The council chooses the leader
(amir). It can also isolate him. This did happen in the past. In addition, the
leader cannot get new people into the council. He can propose some names,
based on their skills and abilities, but he still requires a vote.

In September 2014, a devastating explosion during a meeting in the prov-
ince of Idlib claimed the lives of most of Ahrar al-Sham’s leaders, including
nearly all members of the leadership council.?* Only a few individual leaders
who did not participate in the meeting were sparred. While other Syrian groups
previously split along pre-existing organisational divides when individual
leaders disappeared, Ahrar al-Sham managed to survive and even resume its
organisational expansion in the following months, despite the loss of key figures.
A new leadership was quickly named, which included a general commander,
head of military, and highest religious authority. The process of reconstruction
was not without controversy, and it would go on to plague Ahrar al-Sham for the
next two years and ultimately contribute to its downfall. Khaled Abu Anas, one
of the main surviving founders, explained the challenges of this period:

When other leaders were killed, remaining members wanted me to lead them
but I refused. I chose Abu Jaber al-Sheikh. I knew him from the previous con-
sultative council but as an individual, not a leader. When he took over, he
excluded many people. The main issue was the inclusion of Abu Muhammad
al-Sadeq, who was acting in isolation from others.

The reconstitution of Ahrar al-Sham’s leadership after the assassination of
most of its leaders in September 2014 was challenging, both ideologically and
organisationally.>* The new leadership included Abu Jaber al-Sheikh as the gen-
eral leader, Abu Saleh Tahhan as the head of the military, and Abu Muhammad
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al-Sadeq as the highest religious authority. Without embracing al-Qaeda, these
new figures were not aligned with the ideological revisionism of the previous
leadership that they were replacing. Moreover, Abu Jaber did not support the
broader union of all the opposition that had been discussed in the summer of
2014.%5 The new leaders were also in a minority position organisationally, as
some were marginal figures within the group, and others had frozen their mem-
bership before September 2014. This organisational vulnerability led Abu Jaber
to isolate prominent Ahrar al-Sham individuals, including several founding
members, and to rely instead on a minority close to him (Abazeid, 2015a: 6-7).
The reconstitution of the group’s leadership caused controversy among group
members and partially led to its downfall. Some individuals, including founding
members, were marginalised and eventually left the group to create Jaysh al-
Sham, under the leadership of Abu Abd al-Rahman al-Suri (Abazeid, 2015b).
They considered themselves the true heirs of the group’s assassinated leaders at
the time.

Ahrar al-Sham struggled with institutional paralysis for the next two years,
hindering its ability to fully embrace the revolutionary agenda. Despite real
efforts to collaborate with other factions and foreign countries, internal strife
hindered the group’s progress. Two factions within the group vied for control
over leadership and resource allocation, resulting in prolonged power struggles
until January 2017. One faction aimed to steer the group’s strategic direction
towards pre-2014 revisionism, seeking to maintain the group’s politicisation,
while the new leadership was more circumspect. These disagreements prevented
the group from achieving unity and coherence, stalling its politicisation.

The first transition of Ahrar al-Sham’s leadership occurred a year after the
election of Abu Jaber. The leadership council elected Abu Yahiyya al-Hamawi
as the new consensual leader, who represented a compromise between the
two factions vying for leadership control (Ahrar al-Sham, 2015a). Al-Hamawi
used his administrative prerogatives as leader to restructure Ahrar al-Sham’s
organisational structures and sideline parts of the first faction. Hamawi gave Abu
Jaber responsibility for the group’s religious activities (Ahrar al-Sham, 2015f)
and promoted him to the position of head of the committee for proselytisation
and guidance, which now superseded the Sharia office (Ahrar al-Sham, 2016i).
Al-Hamawi also reorganized the political council to design a political strategy
(Ahrar al-Sham, 2015g). He ultimately dismissed Tahhan from the military lead-
ership (Ahrar al-Sham, 2016j), but armed threats and the kidnapping of several
prominent figures by Tahhan and his associates (e.g., Wikileaks Ahrar, 2016)
led to Tahhan’s appointment as symbolic deputy commander for military affairs
(Ahrar al-Sham, 2016k). While the internal reconfiguration was welcomed by
factions that had been marginalised after 2014, such as Jaysh al-Sham, which
subsequently rejoined the movement (Ahrar al-Sham, 2016b), other issues
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remained, including the marginal position of Suqur al-Sham within the group.
Despite the fact that its head became Ahrar al-Sham’s deputy leader for political
affairs, he was subsequently demoted (Ahrar al-Sham, 2016h). Suqur al-Sham
did not become Ahrar al-Sham’s central force, as initially planned, and a contin-
uous game of musical chairs among an array of leaders continued, reflecting the
group’s internal balancing act.

The most significant internal disagreements within Ahrar al-Sham were be-
tween its religious and political offices. The revisionists acknowledged that
appointing a single religious scholar as the leader after the assassination of the
previous leaders was a mistake. Sadeq’s beliefs were not in line with those of the
assassinated leadership. He did not espouse al-Qaeda’s ideology, and still aimed
to strike a balance between populist and elitist approaches to jihad (al-Sadiq,
2015). However, his ideas did not align with the previous leadership’s revi-
sionism, and he attempted to exercise a veto over the group’s strategic decisions.
A group of Egyptian religious jurists who shared similar beliefs and worked to
impede Ahrar al-Sham’s politicisation supported Sadeq. The disagreement over
the leadership of Ahrar al-Sham’s religious bureau revealed two significant issues
highlighted by the former religious authority of the Islamic Front, Abul-Abbas
al-Shami:

Sadeq’s position as mufti was authoritarian. I opposed the presence of only one
main religious leader. An individual can make mistakes and not have a proper
understanding of everything that is unfolding. The idea was therefore to create
a Sharia Office, which is executive, and the Fatwa Council (majlis al-fatwa),
which delivers religious positions. I only wanted Syrians in this council. Non-
Syrians could give their advice and help, but decisions had to be taken by locals
who have a better understanding of reality. Its members should be taken from
those who have the necessary skills, making decisions with the majority of
the votes.

In particular, the religious bureau was highly critical of Ahrar al-Sham’s for-
eign policy initiatives, particularly its collaboration with Turkey. The office op-
posed the group’s political bureau, which was the driving force behind Ahrar
al-Sham’s outreach to foreign countries, as well as the two editorials written by
Ahrar al-Sham’s head of international relations. This opposition ultimately led
three prominent Egyptian religious scholars, Abu Fath al-Farghali, Abu Yaqthan
al-Masri, and Abu Shu‘ib al-Masri, to resign from the group.

The reorganisation of Ahrar al-Sham’s religious bureau (al-maktab al-shar)
into the guidance and proselytisation bureau (maktab al-da‘wa wal-irshad)
operating under a collective leadership of four individuals sought to address
some of these issues. The key step was the dissolution of Sadeq’s bureau (Ahrar
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al-Sham, 2015f) and its restructuring. This move did not signify a rejection of
the group’s Salafi or religious leanings, but rather aimed to align its religious
edicts (fatwa) with the political decisions of the political office and leadership
council. The institutionalisation of the group’s figures of authority mirrored the
institutionalisation of the religious sphere in Saudi Arabia after the death of the
powerful mufti, Muhammad ibn Ibrahim Al al-Sheikh, in 1969 (Mouline, 2014).
The guidance and proselytisation office’s prerogatives were reduced in the lead-
ership council, according to one of its members:

There were differences in the consultative council. Some people are perma-
nent, based on their status in the group and how they were previously included.
But it was decided that others would just be temporary. For instance the head
of the Shari‘a bureau would only be in the council based on his position, not as
individual.

Still, Ahrar al-Sham’s politicisation continued to be hindered by prolonged
internal disputes. The group’s relatively consensual organisational structure
became an obstacle to the articulation of clear political positions on the Syrian
conflict due to leadership contests. This inability to express clear stances was
clear when the group considered participating in the Riyadh conference in
December 2015 and later discussed a potential cease-fire. Although Ahrar al-
Sham effectively participated in the Riyadh conference, it later claimed that it
had to withdraw due to its dissatisfaction at factional representations and the
lack of consideration for several objections previously expressed (Ahrar al-
Sham, 2015c). The group’s quasi-permanent ambiguity eroded its credibility
among other Syrian groups, as well as foreign states such as Turkey and Qatar
that supported the group but were constrained by its peculiar internal dynamics.
Ahrar al-Sham’s position was often not to take a position. Ahrar al-Sham’s de-
centralised organisational structures, which initially helped the group expand
quickly during the uprising, became an impediment during times of leadership
contests.

In 2016, the institutional impediments that had hindered progress were over-
come after Abu Yahiyya’s term. In the next round of elections, the two contending
factions presented their candidates. The revisionists were able to elect Ali al-
’Omar as the head of the movement, in opposition to the minority’s attempts
to impose a new term for Abu Jaber (Ahrar al-Sham, 2016f). This reflected the
internal balance in favour of ideological revisionism, but the minority did not
accept the continued leadership of the revisionists as they had done the previous
year. Eight members froze their membership in the leadership council (Ahrar
al-Sham, 2016g) and announced the creation of a new military unit called
Jaysh al-Ahrar (the Army of the Free Ones) (Ahrar al-Sham, 20161). The new
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sub-group claimed to encompass 16 brigades merged for military efficiency.
According to Ahrar al-Sham leaders and people close to them (Abu Sayyaf,
2016), these divisions reflected internal divergences over authority as much as
real divergences in political preferences. Later, Abu Jaber (al-Shaykh, 2016¢)
denounced the revisionists” financial favours based on political alignments as
well as numerous media leaks, thereby pressuring Ahrar al-Sham’s leadership.
Jaysh al-Ahrar sought to assert its internal military strength and suggest that the
leadership council did not enjoy the local support of all group soldiers, especially
its important military brigades. But the creation of the new sub-group failed, as
numerous brigades published their own communiqués, asserting their support
for the current leadership (Ahrar al-Sham, 2016g). Additionally, most religious
scholars affiliated with Ahrar al-Sham denounced the creation of the new sub-
group, emphasizing the importance of internal consensus and respect for the
group’s internal regulations (n.m., 2016a).

The contenders’ refusal to abide by the group’s internal consensus reached in
the elections, as they did the previous year, was due to the changing dynamics of
the war. In 2015, they accepted defeat in the hope of achieving future gains in the
next round of elections. They believed that accepting defeat would allow them
to re-empower themselves internally before potentially retrieving the leadership
one year later. Leaving the group would have meant losing control over Ahrar
al-Sham’s resources and having to establish a new faction equipped primarily
with limited military supplies and without Ahrar al-Sham’s extensive ties and
recognition in Syria and abroad. Thus, in 2015, it was better to remain a minority
that could still control the whole group in the future while continuing to push for
their political preferences from within. But the conflict reached a turning point
in 2016. The armed opposition lost control over the city of Aleppo, and foreign
support began to wane. Factional discussions with Jabhat al-Nusra favoured a
union of the armed opposition under the same umbrella to survive the next stage
of conflict. This presented a decisive choice to armed groups: prioritise a mili-
tary solution with Jabhat al-Nusra or combine political and military means with
the development of stronger ties to foreign actors like Turkey. This choice mir-
rored Ahrar al-Sham’s internal divisions in terms of strategy priority rather than
ideological divergences per se. The dissidents wanted to reassert military pre-
eminence over the revisionist’s political agenda. Although Abu Jaber ultimately
argued that he just wanted reforms and unity in jihad, calling Jaysh al-Ahrar to
rejoin Ahrar al-Sham, it did not happen (Al-Shaykh, 2016b).

Abu Fath al-Farghali, one of the Egyptian scholars who identifies as Salafi
Jihadi, parted ways with Ahrar al-Sham due to disagreements with the political
bureau, particularly the Nahhas brothers, and attributed the failure of the unifi-
cation with Jabhat al-Nusra to them, as did many others in HTS. In a retrospec-
tive of the events, he accused the two brothers and the leaders of Ahrar al-Sham
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allied to them of compromising and surrendering, in line with the path of the
Brotherhood. He noted that (al-Farghali, 2020b, 2020c: 186-187):

When Abu Ammar Ali al-Omar took over Ahrar al-Sham I realised that the
movement had reached a dead end. [. . .] Eight members of the leadership
council also rejected the decision. We sat and realised that many brigades,
which were important in the movement, wanted to leave also. If they left Ahrar
al-Sham, some brigades will remain in their homes, join other factions, or re-
main independent. They will disintegrate and disappear so why not form an
internal bloc? [...] After this session, we issued a statement in the name of Jaysh
al-Ahrar. [. . .] The goal was to bring together those who wanted to leave the
movement and were about to disperse or abandon jihad. [. . .] If Abu Ammar
was able to carry out the duties of leadership efficiently, we would reintegrate
Ahrar al-Sham.

After joining forces with former Jabhat al-Nusra (back then known as Jabhat
Fath al-Sham) in a new organization called Ha'yat Tahrir al-Sham (HTS), Jaysh
al-Ahrar’s former leader, Abu Jaber, was appointed as the nominal head of the
group. Ahrar al-Sham’s former military commander, Tahhan, drew Ahrar al-
Sham sub-groups closer to him. Additionally, three former Ahrar al-Sham re-
ligious scholars who had resigned from the group due to its politicization and
ties to Turkey—Abu Fath al-Farghali, Abu Yagthan al-Masri, and Abu Shu'ib al-
Masri—joined HTS. They would ultimately become vocal critics of their former
group. Yaqthan, in particular, became infamous for urging HT'S soldiers to target
Ahrar al-Sham members in the head when storming their checkpoints, though
HTS denounced this call to violence (Hay’at Tahrir al-Sham, 2017f). Meanwhile,
the leader of a small brigade previously affiliated with Ahrar al-Sham, Abu Abd
Ashida, compared his former group to the Afghan mujahideen and their leader,
Burhanuddin Rabbani, who failed to establish an Islamic state in Afghanistan
after the war, while Ashida likened HTS to the Taliban (Ashida, 2017). However,
in the following months, most former members of Ahrar al-Sham left HTS or
were expelled for opposing the group’s opening to Turkey. Jaysh al-Ahrar ulti-
mately became an independent group in September 2017.

By January 2017, Ahrar al-Sham had successfully overcome the main institu-
tional obstacle to politicisation with the departure of Jaysh al-Ahrar. This signif-
icant internal reorganisation paved the way for the adoption of the Syrian green
revolutionary flag and the Arab penal code, which demonstrated the group’s
strong commitment to other opposition factions and foreign countries.?® The
group also collaborated with Geneva Call, a Swiss non-governmental organi-
zation (NGO), to create a military code of conduct aligned with international
humanitarian law (Ahrar al-Sham, n.d.i). However, the two-year gap between
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the assassination of Ahrar al-Sham’s collective leadership and its full embrace of
political ideology resulted in a significant delay that could not be easily rectified.
Additionally, notable disagreements still existed within the group, particularly
on religious matters. According to Rami Dalati, who maintained close ties with
the group prior to his passing:

Diversity is good for movements but there are limits as to how much diver-
sity can be tolerated. Here the movement ranges from Amr Khaled [a liberal
preacher] to Jihadi Salafis. It means that it remains difficult to agree on impor-
tant issues regarding the range of political positions that the movement can em-
brace and its shared religious foundations.

The Dual Deadlocks of Power Politics and HTS’s Ultimate Ascent

The resurgence of Turkish and Russian predominance, both in terms of the po-
litical process and military developments on the ground, shaped the final phase
of the conflict. As mentioned in the previous chapter, the Astana and Sochi
processes designated four de-escalation zones to reduce hostilities in areas
held by the armed opposition. These developments helped the regime recap-
ture these areas through a combination of military force and “reconciliation”
processes. While these processes officially sought to reintegrate former fighters
into regime-held areas, many armed groups were subsequently arrested, killed,
or sent to other front lines to fight against their former comrades. This situa-
tion highlighted the constraints on the strategies and independent agency of
local Syrian armed groups, including Ahrar al-Sham, due to the dominance of
Turkish and Russian interests in conflict management at the regional and inter-
national levels.

In 2016, Ahrar al-Sham began to pursue a closer relationship with Turkey,
publicly supporting its military intervention in northern Syria and justifying
collaboration with Turkish troops in a fatwa. The fatwa emphasised the need
to understand the reality of the situation, which required fighting against IS,
preventing the expansion of Kurdish groups, and establishing the presence of
Islamist factions. However, Ahrar al-Sham did not explicitly endorse working
alongside American troops (Ahrar al-Sham, 2016n). But the situation in 2017
was significantly different from that in previous years. Ahrar al-Sham’s reputa-
tion had deteriorated among its external supporters, including Turkey, which
no longer saw the group as reliable as before because of its continued internal
frictions, notably reflected in its refusal to attend the Astana conference. Despite
remaining popular in the province of Idlib, Ahrar al-Sham was increasingly
overshadowed by Faylaq al-Sham, which had emerged as Turkey’s preferred
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partner. Both Syrian armed groups and civilians began to look to Faylaq al-Sham
to infer Turkish positions, as Turkish troops even entered the province of Idlib
with Faylaq al-Sham’s military convoys.”” Rumours circulated that Faylaq al-
Sham was planning to integrate all armed opposition groups, including Ahrar
al-Sham, before reconciling with the Syrian army (al-Sudani & al-Urdini,
2019; al-Shami & al-Uraddi, 2019). Faylaq al-Sham denied these accusations
(Faylaq al-Sham, 2019).

Two significant decisions following the departure of Jaysh al-Ahrar con-
firmed Ahrar al-Sham’s politicisation. The first was the adoption of the Unified
Arab Code, which the group had previously refused to endorse. This move
was controversial within the group and resulted in some judges leaving, in-
cluding Ibrahim Shasho, a future minister of the HTS-supported government.
The adoption of the Unified Arab Code was a convenient way to unify the judi-
ciary system in opposition-held areas, which some Ahrar al-Sham sub-groups
justified as a means of ending judicial anarchy in the province (e.g., Maktab al-
Shari li Jaysh al-Iman, 2017). The application of uncodified Islamic Law gave
too much leeway to local judges and eroded the cohesion of the courts (see also
Hussein, 2017d). Despite this, the move was still controversial for a Salafi group
that rejected the theological legitimacy of the codification of Islamic Law, which
Salafis denounced as un-Islamic positive law.

The second decision was the official adoption of the three-colour Syrian rev-
olutionary flag, a move that had been previously adopted by some group leaders
and was legitimised in an internal opinion presented by Husam Tarsha as early
as 2012.%8 Ahrar al-Sham previously relied only on its own flag combined to the
white Islamic flag with the Muslim testament of faith (shahada). The adoption of
the flag was not as controversial as the Unified Arab Code, but it still sent a strong
signal to the population and other factions that the group perceived itself as fully
embedded in the mainstream opposition (Ahrar al-Sham, n.d.c). Other groups
praised these choices, including the Islamic Council (al-Majlis al-Islami, 2017).
Ahrar al-Sham complemented these major steps with minor ones, including the
adoption of its own code of conduct of hostilities (Ahrar al-Sham, 2017e), which
was later rendered fully compatible with International Humanitarian Law in
agreement with other armed opposition groups.

These changes mattered, although some critics continued to point out the per-
sistent role of internal lobby politics. Ahrar al-Sham has played musical chairs
among a certain number of leaders who alternate positions on both political and
military levels to balance different interests and visions, without bringing in new
blood or reconstructing the movement’s foundations. Many criticised this in-
ternal politics for preventing the group from truly reforming (Hussein, 2017a).
A new leader, Hassan Sufan, claimed that he faced a deep state that opposed re-
structuring the group. Sufan attributed the group’s internal inertia and paralysis
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to this deep state, which prevented any real internal reforms from taking place
(Sufan, 2019). When he resigned in 2019, he insisted that he had advocated for
the dissolution of the consultative council due to its unsuitability for responding
to rapid development. He said that the movement remained entrenched in its in-
ternal structure, which reinforces the perception both internally and externally
that the group struggles to reach decisions promptly, as it continually engages
in bitter debates over every matter. The binding nature of the consultative
council has created a weak leader, according to him, causing decision-making
bottlenecks, obstructing progress, and undermining flexibility when agility is
most needed. Sufan suggested instead that the consultative council’s binding
authority should be reserved for pivotal strategic issues, rather than applied on
nearly all matters.

In spite of persistent internal disagreements, Ahrar al-Sham gradually
consolidated its interactions with other groups, particularly as the conflict
with HTS escalated. Initially, it formed an alliance with the Zinki Movement
to counterbalance HTS’s military might. Later on, it joined the National Front
for Liberation , led by Faylaq al-Sham. By joining this alliance, Ahrar al-Sham
somehow became part of what remained of the Free Syrian Army (FSA), more
than seven years after its inception. It is nonetheless unclear whether Ahrar al-
Sham still maintains a distinctive political agenda beyond the need to survive
and safeguard the territory under the control of the opposition forces. One pos-
sibility that was floated was to hold a national conference that would culminate
in the formation of a united government, bringing together all active opposition
forces and local civil society. By presenting a unified front, the Syrian opposi-
tion could have bolstered its external legitimacy. Some Ahrar al-Sham leaders
even suggested that all factions could dissolve their troops and integrate this new
entity, including Ahrar al-Sham itself. For instance, Husam Tarsha argued at
the time:

Our ideas and specificities remains. The new developments in Syria and in the
north do not mark the end of Ahrar al-Sham. We believe in the creation of a
united army around shared political principles. This could pave the way to the
dissolution of all the factions. As Ahrar al-Sham, we could dissolve our mili-
tary forces into one national army and become a social movement and political
party that works to achieve our political vision, as an Islamist movement, for
the future of Syria, side by side with all the components of Syrian society.

However the rise of HTS ultimately allowed the group to impose the forma-
tion of its own supported government. HTS organised its own national con-
ference, which paved the way for the formation of a government dominated by
HTS. Following HTS’s victories over Ahrar al-Sham and its allies, all of Idlib
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province came under the administrative control of the HT'S-supported Salvation
Government, putting an end to inter-factional fighting. Ironically, HT'S followed
Ahrar al-Sham’s trajectory and managed to achieve its contender’s objectives.
HTS established a political bureau to develop more refined political positions,
similar to Ahrar al-Sham’s choices. Despite its early reservations as to Ahrar al-
Sham’s openness to Turkey, HTS later developed tactical ties with Turkey and
sought to transform the relationship into a strategic partnership, as mentioned
by the group’s religious authority, Abu Abdullah al-Shami:

We want strategic relations with Turkey. We believe that Turkey will always
need to remain allied with the Europeans and the Americans. We do not deal
with Turkey as a faction but in terms of the interests of the revolution and
the liberated areas. Syria is important for Turkey, especially for its national
security. What I want is to preserve the liberated areas. Moreover, we are not
against contacts with other countries. But that is contingent on the interests of
the revolution. All channels have to be clearly assessed first in light of our re-
lation with Turkey. Now, we need a military victory to be translated politically
as well.

Although the idea of a national army (jaysh watani) unifying all opposition
groups—except for HTS and smaller units—seemed promising in theory, reality
is quite different. The creation of the national army officially marked the unifica-
tion of most groups under a single ministry of defence (Ahrar al-Sham. 2017a),
but it did not fundamentally alter the practical organisation of its constituting
groups. Numerous violations committed by members of the national army in
armed operations in northern Syria alongside Turkey eroded its reputation.
Additionally, the groups that composed the national army were primarily made
up of younger Syrians who joined for financial reasons, with little connection to
local communities. The army also suffers from endemic corruption (Tsurkov,
2019b). Asaresult, many consider the national army, at best, a Turkish proxy and,
at worst, lawless bandits who have executed civilians (Hubbar, Shoumali, Gall, &
Kingsley, 2019). The participation of some of these groups in Turkish-supported
operations in Libya also contributed to negative perceptions,?® although the
Syrian National Army denounced it (al-Jaysh al-Watani al-Suri, 2019¢). Despite
attempts to normalize the army through various initiatives, including the cre-
ation of a code of conduct and support for the Geneva conventions (al-Jaysh
al-Watani al-Suri, 2019a), and calling for good treatment of prisoners ( al-Jaysh
al-Watani al-Suri, 2019b), the national army has not crystallised as a national
alternative to the regime’s army due to the constraining regional circumstances
under which these changes occurred. Efforts to overhaul the Syrian National
Army, including initiatives such as centralising their funding, relocating
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barracks away from urban centers, and reinforcing the authority of the interim
government's Ministry of Defense, are underway though progress has been slug-
gish and results are not consistently favourable.

Despite joining the national army, Ahrar al-Sham claims that its political
views had not changed significantly. The group’s head of international relations
rejected criticisms that the national army would be corrupt, secular, or demo-
cratic (Tarsha, 2019). He warned against the excommunication of the new in-
stitution by Salafi Jihadi groups and stressed that joining the army did not mean
embracing secularism. According to him, in the condition of jihad against the
“aggressor enemy” (al-adu al-sa’il), there was no requirement to adopt a spe-
cific religious (Salafi) creed. Joining the army was simply a means to achieve the
revolution’s interests without altering the group’s stance on democracy and sec-
ularism. Moreover, democracy should be viewed as a tool of governance that is
acceptable, rather than a philosophy that is rejected.

However, the transformation of HTS caught Ahrar al-Sham off guard. Despite
HTS’s hostile actions against other factions, it has ultimately followed a sim-
ilar political trajectory as Ahrar al-Sham, which it describes as a failing project
(Hay’at Tahrir al-Sham, 2017n). After becoming the hegemon of northwest
Syria, HTS argued that it needs to limit the number of external enemies and
reach out to others (Atun, 2020b) and began to use arguments similar to those
that Ahrar al-Sham previously used to legitimise itself against other Salafi Jihadi
groups. For example, the group’s religious council resorted to the same tradi-
tion previously used by Ahrar al-Sham, Islamic Law-Guided Public Policy (al-
siyasat al-shar‘iyya), to similarly argue that it is necessary to prioritise enemies
and neutralise antagonistic forces without making compromises on principles
(Hay’at Tahrir al-Sham, 2018d; Hay’at Tahrir al-Sham, 2018f). HTS claims that
its fundamental principles remained intact, such as the belief in God’s sover-
eignty (hakimiyyat Allah) and rejection of democracy and secularism (Hay’at
Tahrir al-Sham, 2017h). Still, the group also acknowledges that the external sit-
uation and challenges have changed significantly, and that it needs to adapt ac-
cordingly. Even the implementation of Islamic Law is linked to a group’s strength
according to HTS, which changes in contrast with the principles that do not
(Atun, 2019). In this jihad, HTS argues that there should be no internal fight
over religious creed, as this is a war for survival (Hay’at Tahrir al-Sham, 2017d),
which means that fighting alongside non-Salafis is a non-issue. As an example,
HTS said that it publicly supported the Southern Front, regardless of previous
ideological differences, as they fought the same enemy (Hay’at Tahrir al-Sham,
2018b). In several communiqués, HTS added that as an independent organiza-
tion, it does not threaten other states but rather seeks to develop balanced rela-
tions and collaboration with them for the purposes of regional stability (Hay’at
Tahrir al-Sham, 2018a). This means that the group welcomes humanitarian
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work for neutral organizations (Hay’at Tahrir al-Sham, 2017m). These changes
antagonised other Salafi Jihadi figures, as one of their leading theologians, Abu
Muhammad al-Magqdisi, argued:

Jolani played us. When he split with IS, I put all my weight in their favour.
I released a communique telling the youth to join them. Most people who loved
al-Qaeda joined them. Jabhat al-Nusra exploited the Salafi Jihadi trend for its
military battles, as our youths were the fuel of the revolution. Lots of people
were willing to join them and blow themselves up for the cause, from Europe,
from Gulf countries, and elsewhere. But once they freed themselves from the
allegiance, there were no more limits and our divergences became ideological.
Now they say that all the fighters are mujahideen, even if they don’t fight to im-
plement Islamic law. This is not a change of tactic, this is ideological.

Without expressing the same antagonism, the former mufti of al-Qaeda, Abu
Hafs al-Mauritani, states:

I supported the split with a-Qaeda. It was a necessary step to alleviate the huge
pressure on the group. But I think that the outcome is contrasted. HTS provides
security, services to the population, and united many groups. But their security
services have repressed al-Qaeda without dialogue. This is not the proper way
of doing it. And they fail to implement proper Islamic behaviour locally (hisba).
From what I can see, their rule is not consistent with Islamic Law.

HTS was able to successfully implement the internal changes that Ahrar al-
Sham had attempted, but with more success in containing dissidence. One of the
significant decisions HTS made was to institutionalise religious authority within
its Sharia council. The goal was to prevent dissident voices from challenging
the group’s views and to prohibit members from expressing opinions outside of
the council (Hay’at Tahrir al-Sham, 2019c¢), as well as from excommunicating
any individuals or groups (Hayat Tahrir al-Sham, 2017k, 20171). Violating
these rules could lead to punishment, as when prominent HTS members like
Abu Abd Ashida were called to present themselves to a court after criticising
the group (Hay’at Tahrir al-Sham, 2019b), or when others like the Egyptians
Abu Yaqthan and Abu Shu'ib were expelled ( Hay’at Tahrir al-Sham, 2019a). All
three individuals were former Ahrar al-Sham members who had switched al-
legiance to HTS when they opposed the decisions of their former group. The
institutionalisation of religious authority allowed HTS to impose its views as a
matter of procedure rather than content. Rather than addressing the religious
content of dissident voices, the group focused on their violation of institutional
norms regarding the expression of religious views.
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By 2024, Ahrar al-Sham had experienced a significant decline, leading
to a repositioning of its role primarily as a military force aligned with HTS.
The group has effectively splintered into several factions, each holding diver-
gent perspectives on its relationship with HTS and their political agenda, as
mentioned in the previous chapter. The dominant faction prioritises military
efficiency in collaboration with HTS, recognising the loss of Ahrar al-Sham’s
independent political influence in the province.*® Meanwhile, the older lead-
ership still aspires to maintain a political voice, even though it has effectively
relinquished control over the majority of ground troops. As a result, the
group’s status as an independent political project has virtually disappeared.
While Ahrar al-Sham still possesses effective military capabilities, HTS now
dominates the local administration and has established a new order in Idlib.
HTS’s new role has decisively marginalised Ahrar al-Sham, which was previ-
ously at the forefront of the political initiatives taken on behalf of the armed
opposition in Syria, including diplomatic outreach to foreign countries. As a
consequence, Ahrar al-Sham has become a relatively minor player within the
province.

A comparison of Ahrar al-Sham’s and HTS’s trajectories shows a paradox-
ical outcome. Despite being best positioned to politicise, Ahrar al-Sham failed
to achieve its objectives. Ahrar al-Sham started its project as an alternative to
al-Qaeda and the Muslim Brotherhood that would position itself in the middle
ground of Islamist politics. It created consensual and inclusive institutions that
fostered internal dialogue and bolstered both internal and external support.
The two most prominent state actors during the conflict, Qatar and Turkey, also
supported the group. But, in spite of favourable circumstances, Ahrar al-Sham
failed to impose itself due to its internal impotence after the killing of its leader-
ship. Ahrar al-Sham’s strategic choices certainly informed HTS’s trajectory, but
the latter was more successful despite its own sets of challenges. Jabhat al-Nusra
lost most of its soldiers and resources when it split with IS. It was burdened
by an allegiance to al-Qaeda that precluded significant external support from
states but also underpinned numerous drone attacks against its leaders. Jabhat
al-Nusra nonetheless succeeded with tighter internal organisational control
but also selective attacks against several components of the mainstream armed
opposition. The organisational choices and approach to other armed groups
ultimately mattered more than these groups’ respective ideologies. Jabhat al-
Nusra and then HTS successes in containing its most threatening contenders
and achieving their objectives positioned it as the dominant actor in the armed
opposition. In contrast, Ahrar al-Sham’s internal culture of consensus and co-
operation with other groups prevented it from imposing itself, despite more
favourable circumstances.
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Conclusion

Ahrar al-Sham’s ideological development during the Syrian conflict situates the
roots of the group’s politicisation within both pre-war and in-war contexts. Ahrar
al-Sham did not emerge in a vacuum; the group is the heir to lasting debates
among Jihadi groups that preceded its creation. Early leaders of Ahrar al-Sham
had long debated the legacy of al-Qaeda and its negative impact on the Muslim
world, reflecting on the excesses committed by al-Qaeda affiliates during the
war in Iraq. However, Ahrar al-Sham’s politicisation was not solely the product
of pre-existing ideological debates. It was also the result of the group’s external
and internal institutionalisation, which promoted consensual decision-making
and favoured a congruent outcome. This ideological-organisational leaning was
favoured by the nature of the Syrian conflict and the nature of factional com-
petition with other Salafi Jihadi armed groups, which further forced Ahrar
al-Sham’s differentiation from them. But the institutional context of Ahrar al-
Sham’s politicisation ultimately proved to be an impediment, as the group’s
consensualism prevented it from adapting quickly to unfolding events in
Syria, particularly the resurgence of its main competitor, Jabhat al-Nusra, as it
transformed into HTS.
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Syria and the Future of Jihad

The politicisation of Ahrar al-Sham—and Jabhat al-Nusra / HTS in its own
way—illustrates the potential long-term evolution of global jihad. These groups’
trajectories expose the choices of other Jihadis after the failure of IS to achieve
any lasting territorial strategic objective and al-Qaeda’s strategic conundrum be-
tween transnationalism and localism. Too much attention focuses on these two,
butall Jihadis do not have to follow the trajectory of the most extreme actors. The
choices of armed groups like Ahrar al-Sham and HT'S in Syria suggests the exist-
ence of other strategic choices, including towards their potential normalisation.
These groups’ repositionings during the Syrian conflict reveal important so-
cial movement dynamics that delineate the conditions in which Jihadi groups
can politicise, become more mainstream, and perhaps even start to engage the
international community. This perspective also helps to reassess the impact of
post-9/11 political decisions and their consequences on Jihadi groups and their
constituencies.

The Lessons from Armed Groups’ Trajectories in Syria

Most Jihadi groups followed a relatively linear trajectory towards radicalism until
2011. These groups originate in the Egyptian and Syrian insurgents that sought
to overthrow their governments in the 1970s. In the 1980s, these groups and their
leaders immigrated to Afghanistan, where they joined forces with thousands of
fighters from across the Muslim world, laying the foundations of what became
known as the Salafi Jihadi trend. This movement dressed its opposition to ex-
isting Muslim regimes in a Salafi theological garb. The competitive conflicts that
arose among these groups in the following years exacerbated internal compe-
tition and ideological divides, fuelling their radicalisation. Over time, succes-
sive generations of Jihadi Salafis became increasingly extreme in their objectives
and ideological commitments. They even began targeting civilians within the
Muslim community, such as Algerians in the 1990s and Shia Muslims in Iraq in
the 2000s. While the initial goal of these groups was to change Muslim regimes
through guerrilla warfare or military coups, this singularly transformed into a
tull-scale war against the United States and its allies by the 9/11 attacks.
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IS’s evolution after 2011 is the expected outcome of a long-standing historical
pattern. Internal controversies over the proper approach to reviving the histor-
ical Caliphate have plagued Jihadis for decades. Medieval arguments justifying
its gruesome killings and the re-institution of slavery are a natural extension of
the Salafi Jihadi approach to religion and politics when it lost control over poten-
tial excesses. The role of foreign fighters and ideologues further validates existing
research on their impact on armed groups’ ideologies and behaviour, including
the spread of new maximalist positions and repertoires of violence. IS is the pin-
nacle of the Salafi Jihadi trend, taking it to the most severe excesses possible by
claiming to have revived the Muslim Caliphate, isolating itself from its potential
allies, and insisting on being the only legitimate Muslim authority worldwide.

However, the Syrian war has also transformed the incubator of global jihad;
IS’s violence is more of an exception than the norm. Other groups have moved
into a more pragmatic direction during the conflict, partially in response to IS’s
radicalism. They have come to realise that the uncontrolled implementation of
Salafi Jihadi ideas can only lead to a stalemate, hindering the achievement of any
lasting political objectives. This new direction is also a result of the structural
configuration of the war. Unlike many conflicts against foreign occupation, the
Syrian war is essentially a battle for domestic authority. As a result, the groups
that emerged during the conflict understood that they had to win over the ma-
jority Sunni population while fighting against the ruling regime. They had new
opportunities to reach beyond Islamist constituencies, as they were not specifi-
cally targeted by the regime’s repression, since the latter never differentiated its
targets, assaulting, besieging, and destroying Syrian cities without distinctions.
This contrasts with previous conflicts, such as Algeria in the 1990s, where
Islamists were specifically targeted and insulated themselves in response, often
targeting non-affiliated civilians. Besides, Syrian Jihadi groups also reflected
on past excesses that have plagued their movement, from Algeria to Iraq in the
2000s, and realised that radicalism hinders strategic victories. Many groups have
recognised the need to make new strategic choices.

Ahrar al-Sham and HTS’s trajectories challenge existing academic
understandings of Jihadi Salafism, suggesting that Jihadi groups do not system-
atically radicalise and divide. Instead of adopting new maximalist positions,
both groups distanced themselves from al-Qaeda and IS groups due to the na-
ture of internal competition, IS’s new views, and Western countries’ more lenient
positions on Islamists who agreed to distance themselves from global jihad.
This marks a stark contrast with the Afghan jihad in the 1980s, where radical
fringes radicalised the Jihadi movement as a whole. The Syrian jihad’s trajectory
suggests that the root cause of Jihadi radicalisation is not inherent to its ideo-
logical nature but is rather rooted in these groups’ ability or failure to cultivate
external strategic ties and institutionalise their relationships with other actors,
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including the population and other states. Such ties can constrain Jihadi groups
and shape their ideological and behavioural evolution.

The Syrian conflict also provides insight into the impact of foreign fighters.
While some of them promoted maximalist views and tried to impede Jihadi
politicisation, even reinforcing IS’s radicalism, others played a significant role in
promoting a clear dissociation from al-Qaeda and embracing the revolutionary
agenda of the armed opposition. These individuals encouraged the development
of a pragmatic political project that offered a viable alternative to the maximalist
positions of IS and, to a lesser extent, al-Qaeda. Many had participated in jihad
before and were dissatisfied with the globalist choices of al-Qaeda, preferring to
focus on local causes instead. Although less experienced foreign fighters were at
the forefront of IS troops in Syria, many veterans of previous jihads who opposed
al-Qaeda’s direction sought to promote a new strategic direction for the Jihadi
movement in Syria.

The impact of radicalism on the long-term efficiency of Jihadi groups is also
questionable. While some have argued that Jihadi radicalism is a strength (e.g.,
Walters, 2017), the example of Ahrar al-Sham and HTS challenges this view.
Although reliance on transnational Jihadi networks helped Syrian Jihadis mobilise
and build organisational strength, international opposition to the Jihadis, often
framed in counter-insurgency and counter-terrorism, also obstructed significant
foreign support for the armed opposition, antagonised large parts of the popu-
lation, and exacerbated internal infighting. The short-term success of IS is de-
batable, and it is unclear how the group can sustain itself in the long run without
transforming into a more pragmatic actor able to build some level of international
legitimacy, as the Taliban movement in Afghanistan is trying to do to some extent.

A major lesson of the Syrian jihad is that Jihadi politicisation is contingent on
armed groups’ ability to institutionalise their strategic relationships to other ac-
tors while preserving their internal cohesion. Foreign fighters disappointed with
al-Qaeda’s direction, Syrian pre-war debates, the structure of the armed opposi-
tion, and IS’s radicalism provided the backdrop for Ahrar al-Sham’s and HTS’s
politicisation, but this was not an easy process. Armed groups do not simply de-
cide to embrace a new strategic direction. Both groups had to preserve their in-
ternal cohesion to prevent dissidence, maintain commander loyalty, and enforce
new political decisions. Environmental factors largely defined their ability to
institutionalise. Ahrar al-Sham’s emergence as a de-centralised group facilitated
its institutionalisation through bottom-up consensus. While this facilitated the
group’s internal institutionalisation, it also impeded decision-making, slowed
down or prevented critical decisions, and eroded credibility with potential part-
ners, including other states and the population, by demonstrating a lack of re-
solve during the conflict.
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Similarly, HTS’s predecessor, Jabhat al-Nusra, recognised the impasses
encountered by IS’s previous choices during the 2000s war in Iraq. Like Ahrar
al-Sham, the group has politicised over the years, recognising the need to de-
velop regional alliances with new strategic partners, particularly Turkey, and
institutionalising its interactions with the population by establishing a civilian
administration in northwest Syria. However, HTS’s politicisation differs from
Ahrar al-Sham’s in one key aspect: Jabhat al-Nusra had historically centralised
resources and decisions to a greater extent than did Ahrar al-Sham, facilitating
the group’s internal control. However, this was also accompanied by several
attacks against other factions that it considered hostile, and at times, harsher
local practices.

Ahrar al-Sham’s attempt to reshape the strategic direction of global jihad be-
yond Syria initially aimed at setting up a new example for other Islamists, but it
ultimately fell short on several levels. Ahrar al-Sham failed to become the domi-
nantactor in the Syrian opposition, with HTS ultimately outmanoeuvring it. The
marginalisation vis-a-vis HTS prevented it from proposing and implementing
a clear political alternative on the ground, leaving its political project in ques-
tion. At the same time, while the national focus of Ahrar al-Sham and HTS may
have some potential for replication elsewhere, it is unlikely to appeal to foreign
fighters who are mostly attracted to the internationalist dimension of jihad.
Without a successful replicable model, Ahrar al-Sham’s initial “project for the
Islamic community” can only remain a motto.

The Future of Jihad

Ahrar al-Sham and HTS are the outcomes of significant structural changes that
transformed the Jihadi movement after the 2011 Arab uprisings. The initially
non-militarised revolts of civilians throughout the Arab world de-stabilised
the established regional political order, leading to the downfall of authoritarian
regimes such as Zine El Abidine Ben Ali in Tunisia and Hosni Mubarak in Egypt,
while conflicts broke out in Libya and Syria. These uprisings shifted the strategic
priorities of Jihadi groups in the Muslim world. While some groups in Algeria
and Iraq already pursued domestic objectives in the 2000s, the new political
opportunities to transform the Muslim world marginalised the importance of
external armed attacks. The transnationalisation of the Jihadi movement in the
1990s was never meant to be an end in itself. Instead, the objective was to fight
foreign countries supporting domestic Muslim regimes with the ultimate aim of
toppling them. With the increase in domestic opportunities, targeting foreign
enemies lost its relevance.
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The death of Osama bin Laden in May 2011 had a significant impact on the
Jihadi social movement, too. Bin Laden’s leadership as a symbolic figure and
central node trying to give strategic directives to affiliate groups left a void that
his successor, Ayman al-Zawahiri, was unable to fill. In response, local groups
sought to define their own alternatives, leading to the emergence of new entities
such as Ansar al-Shari‘a (the Partisans of Islamic Law), which aimed to distance
themselves from al-Qaeda branding while pursuing similar local objectives.
Over the next few years, local affiliates in Iraq and Syria further dissociated
themselves from al-Qaeda by embracing their own strategic directions. As a
result, the centre of power in the Jihadi social movement transformed, with a
growing emphasis on local autonomy and de-centralised decision-making.

The structural changes in the Jihadi social movement resulted in its
polarisation into three main directions. The most well-known of these is Islamic
State (IS), which replaced al-Qaeda as the leading group in the Jihadi movement.
IS has taken advantage of the relative marginalisation of al-Qaeda during the
early days of the Arab uprisings to capitalise on the unpopularity of the Iraqi gov-
ernment and the war in Syria to expand its influence. Some of its commanders
even went to Syria to form Jabhat al-Nusra, although IS later lost control of the
new group’s leadership. IS’s strategic depth in Iraq allowed it to establish itself
as a statelet in both Iraq and Syria. Its appeal, including the idea of a world-
wide Caliphate, combined with its adept use of social media to mobilise unaf-
filiated Muslims, including converts to Islam, positioned it as the leading group
worldwide. Many local insurgents in the Muslim world have affiliated with the
organisation, especially in Africa, as they sought to capitalise on its successes in
the Middle East. Unlike al-Qaeda, which was more selective in the recruitment
of its members, IS has demonstrated its willingness to recruit a large number
of individuals without imposing much control over their use of violence. This
approach, combined with the simplicity of the groups core objective, has
transformed the elitist legacy of al-Qaeda.

IS’s brutality is both a strength and a weakness. This approach has allowed
the group to mobilise a larger number of individuals, including those who are
frustrated with the current political situation and seeking a tangible solution to
their grievances. IS has achieved some undeniable successes. For example, it was
able to consolidate its power in Iraq and Syria from 2014 to 2017 and expand its
influence worldwide. IS continues to spread in many precarious environments,
particularly in Africa, where its ideas continue to allure marginalised groups
fighting primarily for local grievances. The practical revival of the Caliphate is
a more palpable alternative to al-Qaeda’s network of solidarity against Western
intervention in the Muslim world. But it is unclear whether IS can achieve lasting
political success beyond the mere de-stabilisation of weak states and arbitrary
attacks against Western countries. It is doubtful that, in the current conditions
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of all-out war against everyone else, IS could impose a new reality on the inter-
national community and survive in the long run. While its ideology may be ap-
pealing to some, its brutal tactics have made it an international pariah, limiting
its ability to achieve its objectives in a sustainable manner.

The second direction involves a genuine departure from Jihadi Salafism and
its legacy. These groups have learned from the Arab uprisings that they must
distance themselves from both IS and al-Qaeda by developing their own in-
dependent political projects. While they have not necessarily “moderated” or
rejected their belief in the establishment of Islamic states in theory, they at least
recognise the importance of engaging with their populations and the interna-
tional system of states. While they may not align with groups such as the Afghan
Taliban or Palestinian Hamas, they draw inspiration from them as viable Islamist
alternatives. This evolution is a response to the challenges faced by al-Qaeda,
which is mired in a deadlock as terrorist designations attract unwarranted in-
ternational attention and targeted attacks, without any clear benefits or realistic
strategic direction. Their dissociation from Jihadi Salafism is also a reaction to
IS’s radicalism, as the latter’s harsh local governance and theology have shown
their own limitations. Although IS successfully established local structures of
governance, it has also faced significant popular opposition that questions the
long-term viability of its prospects. Groups like Ahrar al-Sham and HTS, on the
other hand, seek to become internationally manageable actors that could poten-
tially be recognised internationally in the right circumstances, similar to groups
like Hamas and the Taliban.

Al-Qaeda finds itself in a middle ground between these two directions. While
the group rejects the extreme tactics employed by IS since 2011, it is not nec-
essarily due to ideological differences, but rather a pragmatic understanding
of their unpopularity within the Muslim world. Al-Qaeda has tried to become
more flexible, but it has not officially abandoned its agenda of foreign opera-
tions. The group remains committed to its armed opposition to Western coun-
tries. Despite this, al-Qaeda has not openly embraced the attacks carried out by
IS in Western countries, which it was the first to openly promote in the 1990s,
without providing clear reasoning for this stance. The positions of prominent
Salafi Jihadi theologians, such as Abu Muhammad al-Magqdisi and Abu Qatada
al-Falastini, reflect these ambiguities. The latter has embraced a more populist
and mass movement-oriented transformation of the Jihadi social movement,
which is more tolerant of ideological divergences, including those with Muslim
Brotherhood figures. Meanwhile, al-Maqdisi denounces IS but still believes
that the purity of the religious creed should take precedence over any political
pragmatism.

The al-Qaeda brand is toxic, and no longer beneficial to the groups that once
supported it in the 2000s. More critically, the brand impedes some of these
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groups’ transformation into legitimate political actors. If al-Qaeda merely seeks
to promote the establishment of Islamic states in the Muslim world, then its
leadership might be the greatest obstacle to achieving this objective. Besides,
if al-Qaeda ceases to engage in armed attacks against Western countries, what
purpose does the brand serve? Certainly, Osama bin Laden's initial aspirations
extended far beyond the mere prevention of caricatures of the Prophet in
Western countries, which has become one of al-Qaeda’s focus over the years.
Despite strong loyalty among its affiliates stemming from personal loyalty to
its leadership over the years, many might realise that they cannot become local
governments that are accepted regionally and internationally without rejecting
their affiliation with al-Qaeda. This realisation can further erode the brand’s rep-
utation over time and render it more irrelevant than ever. Without providing any
real value addition, al-Qaeda’s return to its avant-garde elitist roots could also
prove to be a daunting challenge.

A key question is whether other groups can follow the example set by Ahrar
al-Sham and HTS and seek to normalise themselves. For instance, it might be in
the interest of other Jihadis like Jama‘a Nusrat al-Islam wal Muslimin (JNIM) in
the Sahel and al-Shabaab in Somalia, who are the strongest al-Qaeda affiliates,
to follow suit. But it is also unclear whether they could do so successfully. While
Ahrar al-Sham and HTS are led by middle-class Syrians with higher education
who recognised the limits of global jihad early on in the conflict, the situation
in the Sahel and Somalia is significantly different. J]NIM and al-Shabaab draw
their memberships from significantly different societies, with their own socio-
economic development and political awareness, though some of these groups’
leaders are politicians in their own right too. More importantly, perhaps, both
groups fight against a political order that Western countries want to uphold,
in contrast with the latter’s previous willingness to fight the Syrian regime.
Additionally, no other state has the same kind of state leverage that Turkey has
in Syria, where the armed opposition could not survive without Turkish po-
litical and military support. JNIM and al-Shabaab finally face the threat of IS,
and any attempt to shift their strategy could result in internal divisions among
their commanders. Both groups might remain stuck in the Jihadi paradox, as en-
during insurgencies unable to achieve their strategic political objectives.

This understanding of how Jihadi groups balance their internal cohesion
while institutionalising strategic relations with external actors also sheds light
on the evolution of the Taliban. Although the Taliban is not a Jihadi group per
se, drawing on the (non-Salafi and traditionalist) deobandi approach to Islam
in the Afghan context, the group faces similar choices as a government. Unlike
in Syria, where Turkey has significant leverage over Syrian armed groups, no
foreign state has substantial leverage on the Taliban in Afghanistan, not even
Pakistan. Additionally, there are no other armed groups with whom the Taliban



SYRIA AND THE FUTURE OF JIHAD 207

must cooperate, and the population has limited ability to collectively resist its
demands despite numerous attempts, the most successful of which being only
at the local level. The Taliban can therefore prioritise its internal dynamics,
which explains its most maximalist policies on women, for instance, reflecting
the group’s internal debates and power struggles. Yet the Taliban still seeks inter-
national legitimacy and normalisation despite being autocratic and unwilling to
share power, signalling its politicisation.

While not Jihadi per se, Hamas also politicised as it institutionalised internally
and externally, which can raise eyebrows given the intensity of the large-scale
armed assault it launched on 7 October, 2023. Internally, Hamas has established a
robust bureaucracy that assures the cohesion of the group beyond the Gaza Strip
to encompass the West Bank under heightened Israeli control as well as Israeli
prisons and the diaspora. Remarkably, the group has successfully navigated mul-
tiple leadership successions without dissent, overcoming numerous challenges
over the years. Externally, since 2007, Hamas has effectively governed the Gaza
Strip, anchoring its external institutionalisation within the local population. The
group has solidified its ties to other factions through the creation of a shared mil-
itary operation room and cultivated strategic relationships abroad. These inter-
national connections include associations with countries as diverse as Qatar and
Turkey, both of which are closer to the United States and Europe, along with Iran.
The intensity of Hamas’s assault in October 2023 can legitimately challenge the
notion that the group politicised due to its scale. However, the level of violence
perpetrated by Hamas doesn’t fundamentally deny the group’s politicisation.
Hamas remains a political organisation seeking to position itself as such both
domestically and internationally, in contrast to IS and al-Qaeda’s opposition to
the international legal order. The willingness to make an array concessions and
engage with other groups pragmatically is real. The unprecedented level of vi-
olence of the 7 October attack appears aimed more at disrupting the existing
status quo through unprecedented force, which is not driven by radicalisation
per se.

Regarding other Jihadis, it is highly unlikely that al-Qaeda and IS will reu-
nify, given their current circumstances. The Syrian conflict has resulted in a
strategic departure between the two groups that has only widened over time.
Despite sharing some long-term objectives, their globalist views are at odds
with each other. While it is possible for short-term, circumstantial cooperation
in specific countries based on shared interests and interconnected members, it
is implausible to result in a reunification. Though individuals, commanders, or
even groups can change their allegiance, a reunification would ultimately re-
quire one leadership to submit to the other, which is not going to happen. Al-
Qaeda is built on an enduring solidarity among its prominent leaders, which has
been cemented over the past few decades. This solidarity has survived numerous
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challenges, and its resilience remained strong over the years despite consider-
able losses, though the absence of a clear leadership might bring the organisation
to its end. On the other hand, IS has taken a new trajectory since declaring its
caliphate. While an internal contest for the group’s core leadership between ge-
ographic poles is possible, the strategic nature of the project is relatively con-
sistent. Even in case of substantial losses, neither group is going to submit to the
other once more.

Competition among the three directions is less intense when it comes to
attracting foreign fighters. The groups that have distanced themselves from
Jihadi Salafism have lost their appeal, and fighting for primarily local objectives
without aligning with Salafi Jihadi globalism is a less potent alternative, espe-
cially as groups such as Ahrar al-Sham and HTS no longer seek to recruit foreign
fighters. Both groups have transformed and instead seek to replicate state-like
models, including the training of a combination of more professional soldiers
with local fighters who can fight effectively in their respective areas. Conversely,
al-Qaeda’s more elitist approach and strategic deadlock is less able to capitalise
on the emergence of new generations willing to fight for utopian purposes or di-
rect action. The simplicity of IS’s message and its adept use of social media have
favoured the group’s outreach worldwide, especially where it managed to exploit
local grievances.

Revisiting the So-Called Global War on
Terror and Its Lasting Consequences

The political upheavals that occurred after 2011 offer valuable historical insights
into the decisions made in the aftermath of 9/11. The so-called global war on
terror in the 2000s viewed non-state armed groups and states that collaborated
with al-Qaeda as enemies, with no clear boundaries, drawing in countries
as diverse as Afghanistan, Somalia, and Yemen. While the war’s broad defini-
tion aimed to address al-Qaeda’s international reach, its ill-defined nature
bolstered the group’s influence worldwide, elevating it to the forefront of Jihadi
organisations that previously focused solely on domestic objectives.

In reality, al-Qaeda’s decision to declare war on the United States was a signif-
icant departure from the strategies of other Jihadi groups. Until the 1990s, these
groups focused on targeting their own countries or participating in classical
jihad against non-Muslim foreign occupation. While critical of U.S. policies,
they did not intend to engage in global conflict with American forces. Al-Qaeda,
on the other hand, pushed for a strategic shift. The group believed that fighting
domestic Muslim regimes was futile as long as they had American support.
Attacking American forces in the region would increase the cost of American
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support for local regimes and ultimately force the United States to withdraw
from the region, as happened after the 1983 Marine barracks bombing in Beirut
or the United States’ failure in Mogadishu in 1993. But virtually all other Jihadis
and their sympathisers rejected this strategic choice before 9/11. Even promi-
nent 9/11 hijackers were initially more interested in fighting Russian troops in
Chechnya than attacking the American homeland.

The war on terror inadvertently boosted al-Qaeda’s popularity and reputation.
Prior to 9/11, the group had only a few hundred members and pursued an un-
popular political agenda. But the U.S.-led wars in Afghanistan and Iraq thrust the
group into the centre of new international conflicts, making it increasingly ap-
pealing to many Muslims who saw these wars as existential threats to the Muslim
world. This was particularly true for the war in Iraq, which attracted thousands
of young Muslim fighters driven by a desire to confront American troops, re-
gardless of their initial ideological beliefs. Many of these fighters had limited un-
derstanding of Salafi Jihadi ideology and were motivated primarily by the need
to defend the Muslim community against the new threat. By relentlessly focusing
on al-Qaeda, the United States inadvertently bolstered the group’s credibility and
popularity, creating a self-fulfilling prophecy where it became the only viable
option for those looking to resist American aggression. As a result, many local
Jihadi groups that previously failed to achieve their national objectives began
to affiliate with al-Qaeda, often strengthening their organisational capacity and
increasing their visibility. This led to al-Qaeda-led Jihadi Salafism becoming the
primary response to the new wars.

The Arab uprisings marked a significant turning point in the region. The
widespread popular uprisings that de-stabilised the Arab world at the time
showed that change was possible, despite al-Qaeda’s claims that only force could
compel these regimes to reform. In countries like Libya and Syria, local armed
groups formed to topple regimes that had proven structurally unable to reform.
These groups quickly realised that they could leverage foreign military sup-
port to tilt the balance of power in their favour. The emergence of these groups
coincided with a shift in U.S. strategic priorities under President Barack Obama,
who sought to reduce America’s footprint in the Middle East and pivot towards
Asia. In Afghanistan, this shift combined with the military stalemate to bolster
support for direct negotiations with the Taliban. It was only the atrocities com-
mitted by ISIS—including the targeting of Kurdish forces, enslavement of Yazidi
civilians, and execution of foreign hostages—that forced foreign countries to
take military action against the group after 2014. It is questionable whether they
would have done so otherwise.

The political changes that took place after 2011 created opportunities for
new insurgent groups that were not affiliated with al-Qaeda or ISIS. Western
countries, preoccupied with their own concerns, were less worried about the
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ideological orientation of these groups as long as they did not pose a direct threat.
The incentives that prevailed in the early 2000s, when affiliation with al-Qaeda
could enhance a group’s credibility and effectiveness, had changed. Many groups
could pursue their goals of establishing Islamic states without attracting the same
level of international attention associated with the al-Qaeda franchise. The orig-
inal vision of al-Qaeda was to fight the United States as a means of establishing
local Islamic regimes. But in a new environment where groups could achieve
their goals without being targeted by U.S. drone attacks, there was no need to
remain affiliated with al-Qaeda. For example, Ahrar al-Sham and HT'S can seek
engagement on regional and international levels while maintaining their ob-
jective of establishing an Islamic state in Syria (which is very dissimilar to the
views of al-Qaeda or ISIS anyway) without being targeted by Western countries.
However, not all groups seized this opportunity, as many al-Qaeda franchises
remained committed to the group. The lasting embeddedness of some of them
in al-Qaeda networks, reflected in their organisational identity, made them re-
luctant to rescind their commitments in competitive environments. But many
new groups chose not to join al-Qaeda, and sought their own paths towards
achieving their goals.

But space remains tight for al-Qaeda affiliates that might renounce their al-
legiance to the organisation. The case of Jabhat al-Nusra / HTS is particularly
noteworthy. Despite the group’s efforts to distance itself from al-Qaeda, it re-
mains listed by the U.N. Security Council as a group previously affiliated to the
latter. Parts of the reason are inherent with sanction regimes, which imply that it
is often easier to be listed than de-listed. While sanction regimes act primarily as
deterrents and as a punisher, to discourage insurgents from affiliating with them
and to prevent them from mobilising and funding, they lack flexibility once ap-
plied, hindering states” ability to respond to armed groups’ strategic changes.
They also obstruct the ability to provide the right incentives to armed groups to
renounce some of their strategic commitments. These concerns are not merely
related to foreign countries, as armed groups themselves might face strong in-
ternal obstacles to renounce international allegiances, as this can threaten their
own organisational cohesion. However, foreign countries have a role to play in
changing these groups’ external incentives.

Jihadi groups closely observe one another’s decisions and achievements. This
previously contributed to the rise of al-Qaeda in the 2000s and, to some extent,
IS after the establishment of the Caliphate in 2014. However, it can also influence
armed groups in other ways. Successful engagement with certain groups based
on the right incentives can have an impact on other armed groups in different
regions. If armed groups perceive the benefits of an alternative approach, they
could reject international attacks and renounce their affiliation with al-Qaeda or
IS, too. These groups debate various tactical and strategic issues internally, and
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external incentives can sway them in one direction or another. While not every
group will be responsive, a significant number may come to realise that their
objectives can be better achieved without external affiliation.

The lack of clear objectives in the global war on terror has hindered its
chances of success. Was the goal to end armed attacks against Western countries
or Muslim regimes? To eradicate Islamist groups deemed too “radical”? To estab-
lish democratic regimes in the Muslim world? Military responses only could not
achieve these objectives conjointly. Large-scale wars in Afghanistan and Iraq,
as well as targeted killings of Jihadi leaders and commanders elsewhere, have
killed off some of these groups’ leaders and commanders, limiting some of their
abilities to launch attacks abroad, while paradoxically expanding their reach.
Before 9/11, al-Qaeda had only a few hundred members, but nearly 20 years
later, al-Qaeda and IS enjoy the support of hundreds of thousands of Muslims
worldwide. Military responses have limited these groups’ ability to stage attacks
in Western countries, but have not eradicated them. Instead of relying solely on
brute force, including special forces, a combination of punishments and political
incentives aligned with specific strategic objectives could yield more substan-
tial outcomes. The recent partial Western retreat from the Muslim world, based
on a recognition of its limitations, presents an opportunity to clarify its overall
strategy.

Western countries need to clarify their strategic objectives. Deterring groups
and individuals from directly attacking Western interests is a legitimate pri-
ority. But it’s equally important to recognise that local armed groups fighting
their own insurgencies do not necessarily represent a strategic threat, regardless
of their ideological beliefs. Some of these groups can be offered an alternative.
Many armed groups whose beliefs or practices are at odds with Western values
do not pose a direct threat to Western interests. Negotiations with the Taliban,
for instance, have shown that allowing non-internationalist Sunni alternatives
to ISIS can be more effective than promoting only counter-narratives to “radi-
calism”. The right incentives can shape the behaviour of armed groups beyond
just military means. The same previously happened with Marxist-inspired
insurgencies. This does not mean that these groups would cease to be a problem.
Jihadis also want to impose their own societal views on the population, some of
which strongly oppose them. They are also less willing, hitherto, to meaningfully
share power with other actors. But these issues do not have to be faced militarily
with drone strikes and foreign interventions.

Encouraging the politicisation of Jihadi groups requires a re-politicisation
of Western approaches, too. Western countries should recognise that these
groups are not merely security threats that have to be neutralised militarily. The
securitisation of nearly all Jihadi groups, and the associated emphasis on their
ideological commitments and the elimination of their leaders, has de-politicised
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counter-insurgency efforts. Counter-insurgency has either been conflated
with counter-terrorism or used as a tool to isolate Jihadi groups from their
constituencies. The amalgamation of counter-insurgency and counter-terrorism
is not new, as it was in the 1970s, when armed groups formerly seen as insurgents
began to be classified as “terrorists,” with significant political implications.! But
insurgencies also exploit legitimate grievances, unlike terrorists that states de-
nounce as illegitimate, if not irrational or evil. After 9/11, al-Qaeda transformed
from a network of hundreds of militants conducting high-profile attacks into a
diffuse association of insurgent affiliates active across the Muslim world. Treating
al-Qaeda and its affiliates only as “terrorist” groups with non-addressable ide-
ological commitments excludes the possibility of dialogue and political trans-
formation of at least some of these groups. These actors are considered only as
security threats that can be neutralised through military-intelligence means
designed to expose their organisational structures, detect critical nodes, and de-
stroy them with sophisticated drone attacks. This makes counter-terrorism pri-
marily a technical security issue. When counter-insurgency is considered, the
primary objective is to isolate al-Qaeda affiliates from their constituency or to
“take the fish out of the water,” as Mao Zedong stated in his famous maxim. But
little more is done to potentially engage some of these groups politically too, as
Western countries did with other insurgencies in the past.

Western countries cannot do everything, but they can at least influence the
international conditions that these groups face. Jihadi insurgencies are not solely
aresponse to foreign policies, although these policies do play a role. Deep-seated
grievances stemming from the historical construction of many Muslim states
have been at the root of many of these insurgencies over the past few decades. But
Western countries can still present a conditional set of incentives to encourage
the politicisation of a substantial number of Salafi Jihadi groups. While it is un-
likely that all of these groups will be receptive, many could be persuaded to do
so. At the very least, Western countries can avoid exacerbating local conflicts
and inadvertently bolstering the popularity of these groups or encouraging their
international affiliation with groups such as al-Qaeda and IS. Globalist groups
are unlikely to achieve their long-term strategic objectives. At best, they can
destabilise local and international environments. Western countries could at
least dissuade local groups from affiliating with them, offer existing franchises a
way out, and focus on the most reluctant actors. Acknowledging past mistakes,
such as the failure to meaningfully engage with Islamist groups that embraced
the political process like Hamas after winning the 2006 Palestinian legislative
elections, is also crucial.



ANNEX

Methodology and Sources

The Syrian conflict has received unparalleled global coverage due to various factors,
including the proximity of Syria to Europe and the involvement of foreign fighters, in-
cluding European nationals. This attention has generated extensive analysis and reporting
from various sources, such as academics, journalists, think-tanks, and independent
researchers. Social media has played a crucial role in disseminating information about
the conflict, with armed groups and their supporters utilising online platforms to publish
their statements, political positions, and engage in public debates. Unlike the al-Qaeda-
affiliated groups that relied on obscure forums in the early 2000s, Syrian armed groups
have effectively used social media to mobilise supporters and attract external support.
A considerable amount of battle footage was also uploaded online, further amplifying the
conflict’s coverage and impact.

But the availability of considerable information comes with important trade-offs. In-
depth historical analyses of long-term developments have often been overlooked in favour
of the coverage of short-term events. Pressure to publish timely analysis drawn from exten-
sive available data has paradoxically marginalised in-depth analyses, although extremely
valuable studies have also been published. Many researchers have also been less critical
about the information published by Syrian armed opposition groups than warranted.
But armed groups themselves realised the benefits of publicising fake information about
themselves to shape a larger narrative. For instance, many leaks and communiqués were
published on social media by armed groups and their observers to suggest that they were
getting the upper hand and to incite smaller factions to join in.! They often exaggerated
their numerical strength to external observers to boost their credibility and gather more
support. Despite the wealth of available data, extensive information is also still lacking.
That was particularly the case in the beginning of the conflict, when many groups
appeared and merged into other entities without any written trace of their existence.

One notable issue regarding the study of Salafi Jihadi groups and the availability of
data concerns the disputed role of theology and ideology. Salafi Jihadi groups commonly
emphasise their theological and ideological commitments, while their leaders are hardly
accessible. A large corpus hence excessively relies on documents published by Salafi
Jihadi groups, intellectuals, or theologians to explain their actions. Though many of these
documents are extremely beneficial, particularly when insiders reveal information that
they would not otherwise divulge, relying almost exclusively on them provides only a par-
tial understanding of these armed groups’ actions. Theological arguments, in particular,
often mask very worldly issues, particularly power politics, under a religious garb that
is more relatable to these groups’ members and sympathisers. Focusing solely on theo-
logical arguments in a vacuum risks reifying them in isolation from their broader con-
text. Moreover, primary sources released by external sources, particularly the American
government, should be analysed reflectively, since researchers do not know the extent of
information that is not released and why. The representativeness of the information is
debatable, particularly when they align with the political agenda of the administration
releasing the information. Salafi Jihadi groups’ ideologies and primary sources are only
one component of a broader analysis. I take ideological developments seriously but also
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consider them in the context of broader social-movement and group dynamics to alle-
viate most of these concerns.

Engaging in extensive field research and conducting numerous interviews over the
years has underscored the critical significance of internal power dynamics, as opposed to
ideological debates, in understanding the Jihadi groups’ dynamics. While many research
tends to concentrate on social media, this risks excessively prioritising ideology and intri-
cate ideological debates. But I found that Jihadis, in private, dedicate a substantial amount
of time to thinking of their organisational structure, power distribution, managing
dissenting views on tactical and strategic matters, and orchestrating group reorganisation
to align with leadership directives more than religion per se - like any other political
entities. Among the multitude of communiques I have analysed, which total in the low
thousands, a significant majority primarily concern internal restructuring, stances on
current political developments, with minimal emphasis on theology or religion. This
does not negate the importance of religion and theology; rather, it underscores that these
elements do not invariably occupy the central focus of their concerns. Moreover, they can
undergo reinterpretation based on the contextual exigencies faced by these groups, as
happened repeatedly.

I do not attempt to cover every single detail and intricacy of the Syrian armed oppo-
sition. I decided to synthesise broader analytical patterns that align with my research
objectives. While I may overlook some details, in particular the role of many marginal
military units, this is necessary to maintain the overall clarity and coherence of the argu-
ment. My research does not intend to be the final word on the topic, but rather a contri-
bution to the ongoing conversation about the conflict. Future researchers and journalists
will add new insights and perspectives, particularly in areas where Ahrar al-Sham has
been less present. Rather than attempting to explain every single choice of the armed
opposition, I take a longer historical view to provide a nuanced understanding of the
conflict’s most important occurrences and turning points. Ultimately, I try to strike a bal-
ance between accessibility for a general audience interested in Jihadi armed groups and
their evolution and a rigorous analysis of the available information.

Sources

I draw on extensive data from multiple sources, including field research, primary sources,
and academic and journalistic analyses. The primary sources comprise a series of in-
depth interviews conducted in Turkey and Syria since 2016. These interviews were cru-
cial to the research, as they provided insights into the rationales behind Ahrar al-Sham
and other groups’ decisions, and expose their internal dynamics as well as the poten-
tial contradictions between leaders” intentions and these groups™ actual impact. The
interviews were conducted with a range of individuals associated with Ahrar al-Sham and
other Syrian armed opposition groups that have allied or confronted the group in Syria.
This included prominent Ahrar al-Sham leaders, commanders, and foot soldiers, as well
as individuals who have left these groups and are no longer connected to them. To ensure
the reliability and representativeness of the data, I selected a diverse range of interviewees.
This included individuals who were previously associated with the group, independent
Islamists, and those who were associated with other armed groups. Most people were
interviewed over time, as the conflict unfolded, allowing for a dynamic assessment of
their perspectives and reducing the risk of retrospective reinterpretations. I preferred
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this approach over conducting larger scale surveys, which may provide more insight into
foot soldiers” perceptions but would not offer the same level of insights into the thinking
processes of armed groups’ leaders. The extensive interviews provided a more nuanced
understanding of these groups’ decision-making processes and allowed for a deeper anal-
ysis of their choices over time. While I do not cover all aspects of the Syrian conflict, the
use of extensive data drawn from primary sources and field research offers a unique and
valuable perspective on the evolution of Ahrar al-Sham and Jabhat al-Nusra.

Thave conducted extensive field research in the opposition-controlled province of Idlib
since 2019. Along with Dareen Khalifa from the International Crisis Group (ICG) and
Patrick Haenni from Humanitarian Dialogue (HD), we were initially invited by HTS
to visit the province and interview the group’s leadership, as well as individuals associ-
ated with the HTS-supported government. Over the years, HT'S facilitated multiple visits
during which our team, typically composed of two to three people, addressed various
issues, such as containing other Jihadi groups, including al-Qaeda and IS networks, and
managing interactions between HTS and Syrian religious minorities. We interviewed the
group’s political, religious, military, and security leaders, which enabled us to understand
the evolution of their positions as the conflict shifted from active front lines to conflict
management between Turkey and Russia. These visits to the province also allowed us
to establish a level of trust necessary to cover more sensitive issues. In addition, we met
with various actors linked to the armed opposition, as well as independent civil society
organisations, which provided us with a rich local perspective on ongoing events, and
complemented the information provided by HTS. It was insightful to realise the strength
of local civil society, which is often only analysed through the local councils, although
many other associations are similarly active throughout the province. Although we could
remain inside Syria for only a few days, up to a week at a time, the field research was still
beneficial given the particular circumstances of the conflict.

At the start of my research, I received some assistance in identifying contacts, but I did
not rely on research assistants to conduct the interviews. Instead, I personally conducted
all of the interviews using the “snowball effect” method to expand my network of contacts.
This approach allowed me to establish trust with interviewees over time and gain access
to more detailed information. Building rapport and trust was critical in conducting these
interviews. I conducted interviews over several years to understand these groups’ under-
standing of the situation as the conflict unfolded.

T use extensive written sources to complement the field research and interviews. These
sources include communiqués issued by the groups and their leaders, as well as online
communication on platforms such as Twitter and Telegram. Additionally, analyses by
armed group members and associated individuals offer critical internal perspectives on
specific events. Although some of these sources may not be reliable due to the use of fake
communiqués or anonymous pseudonyms to manipulate information, they still con-
tribute to a richer analysis of the conflict. Most of these sources were gathered online, with
some directly provided by Syrian armed groups. I cross-checked the reliability of these
documents with other sources and my interviews with individuals associated with the
groups. In addition to written sources, I also rely on the extensive coverage of the conflict
by local Syrian researchers and journalists, as well as foreign researchers and journalists.
These sources provided invaluable guidance for the interviews conducted over the past
few years.

The two groups fit my objectives. Unlike other groups such as IS, whose leaders or
commanders have rarely been interviewed outside of prison, Ahrar al-Sham’s leadership
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was open and accessible. They welcomed external observers, including academics,
journalists, and humanitarian organisations, to present and discuss their views. Its leaders
were not only willing to share information but also open to improving their approach to
the conflict. In addition, many leaders and members commuted regularly between Syria
and Turkey, making it easier to conduct interviews. Ahrar al-Sham’s institutional struc-
ture, which did not rely on a limited number of individuals, allowed for a comprehensive
study of its internal organisation and constitution, making it easier to study the group
as a political entity. Conducting field research with HTS inside Syria was also critical,
as the group remains listed as a terrorist entity in Turkey, making it difficult to conduct
interviews in foreign countries. The opportunity to conduct extensive interviews with the
HTS leadership inside Syria allowed for a more thorough understanding of the group’s
perspectives on the conflict.

Methodological Choices

This book builds upon social movement studies. It is not sufficient to examine Jihadis’
positions from their ideological writings, official statements, or even private interviews
with their leaders. Jihadi leaders do not exist in a vacuum. Their beliefs and decisions
are shaped by the dynamic and changing realities of the armed conflicts in which they
fight, which they must interpret and navigate. I argue that armed groups’ beliefs and
behaviour consolidate at the crossroads of three levels of analysis, which form the
foundations of the political process model in social movement studies (e.g., McAdam,
1982; McAdam, McCarthy, & Zaid, 1996; see also Wiktorowicz, 2004 for its relevance to
Islamist movements). The first level is the macro-level environment, which is constituted
by the state and political environment. The macro-level encompasses temporary and
long-lasting features that affect the range of choices available to social-movement ac-
tors.2 It includes “state and inter-state institutions (e.g., international organizations,
formal channels of representation, the court system, etc.), non-state elite centres of power
(e.g., parties, magnates, the media, moral authorities, etc.), and symbolic configurations
(e.g., political legitimacy, trust of political institutions, public opinion, etc.)” (Alimi,
Demetriou, & Bosi, 2015: 42). The second level is formed by Jihadi groups’ intermediary,
or meso-level, mobilising structures. These groups emerge from a broader social move-
ment (with violent and non-violent components) and remain connected to a range of ac-
tors including competitors, opponents, and allies, among other armed groups and states.
Jihadi groups must maintain their organisations, mobilise resources, and manage their
external interactions with these actors amid changing environments. Last, Jihadi groups
develop ideological principles that synthesize their understanding of their environments
and guide their actions, which they communicate to their members and external actors.
The interactions between these three levels of analysis shape Jihadi groups’ trajectories,
presenting constraints and opportunities that impact their evolution and inform the
emergence and implementation of new political positions over time.

I chose to research specifically the meso-level of analysis. Like Thurston (2020), fo-
cusing on the meso-level helps to analyse Jihadis’ internal dynamics, though field
commanders—and not Jihadis as organisations—seem to be more important in his study
of the Sahel. While the macro-, meso-, and micro-levels of analysis matter, this research
specifically focuses on Jihadi groups’ organisational structures and interconnections to
other actors of the Syrian armed opposition. This perspective recognises the complex
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multi-level environments in which these groups operate, which shape their behaviours
and ideas. I also argue that politicisation and radicalisation are not solely the product of
macro-level variables such as state structures, economic inequality, and ethnic divisions.
Focusing only on the macro-level would limit our understanding of the agency of armed
opposition groups and fail to explain why different groups interpret the same macro-
level factors differently. For example, it would fail to explain why some groups, like Ahrar
al-Sham and HTS, politicised, while others, like ISIS / IS, radicalised during the same
conflict. This research instead argues that both politicisation and radicalisation result
from a combination of meso-level factors, including armed groups’ organisational dy-
namics and evolving patterns of relations with other actors. Jihadi groups’ organisational
structures and interconnections mediate the impact of macro-level changes, which
explains why different groups may react differently to the same external developments.?
Additionally, these factors impact micro-level developments, including how individual
Jihadis mobilise, socialise with the values and acceptable behaviour of their groups, and
behave in armed conflicts. The behaviour of individual militants during armed conflicts,
especially their use of violence, is indeed not only shaped by their personal choices but
also by the organisational structures and networks to which they belong. These define, or
may even fail to define, the scope of actions that are considered permissible or acceptable
by their members.

My approach to Jihadi groups’ organisational structures and their underlying networks
additionally draws on social network analysis (SNA). SNA is increasingly popular for
studying both real-life and online social networks, such as the real-life network con-
necting the 9/11 hijackers (Krebs, 2002). In addition to quantitative studies of network
properties, SNA offers a qualitative perspective on the world through the relational ties
that connect social actors.* This approach considers individual actors in relation to the
content, direction, and type of connections linking them to one another. These rela-
tional ties serve as conduits for information, resources, and feedback mechanisms. For
Jihadi groups, this perspective transcends a narrow focus on their “essential” or intrinsic
properties, such as resources or ideologies, and instead promotes a more nuanced ex-
amination of the ever-evolving internal and external relational ties that shape their
actions and interests. This perspective acknowledges that members of Jihadi groups can
be embedded or connected to various networks, including the Islamist social move-
ment, local communities, and other organisations. Both internal and external relational
interactions shape Jihadi groups’ perceptions, interests, and actions, regardless of their
particular ideological preferences, and they play a vital role in structuring the develop-
ment of their political preferences.

I finally build upon several sociological models of the emergence of social organisations
(Padgett & Powell, 2012), which distinguish networks located at various levels, in-
cluding local, regional, and international. These models have helped to graphically rep-
resent armed groups, such as the Haqqgani network in Afghanistan (Rassler & Brown,
2011) and Palestinian armed groups in Lebanon (Parkinson, 2013, 2023; Hundman &
Parkinson, 2019).% This conceptualisation recognises that members of armed groups are
not just insurgents; they also come from specific geographic regions and families, as well
as various intermediary social networks that include political groups, social movements,
and politicised and non-politicised gatherings. This choice aligns with critical realism,
which asserts that social structures, including Jihadi groups as organisations, have an
independent causal impact on individuals. These structures are not simply the sum of
their individual parts; they possess emergent properties that exert a distinct causal power
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(Elder-Vass, 2010). This perspective contrasts with the mainstream reliance on method-
ological individualism in civil war studies, which focuses on the micro-level choices of
rational individuals instead (Kalyvas, 2006; Balcells, 2017). In other words, the main dif-
ference between my approach and methodological individualism is the rejection of the
latter view that the “influence of all social entities can be reduced to the influence of the
individuals who are their members and that social entities as such have no causal signif-
icance over and above that of their aggregated members” (Elder-Vass, 2010: 144). This
clarification is not just philosophical, as the research examines and compares the con-
struction and impact of various meso-level social structures.

I used process tracing to reconstruct the organisational consolidation and political
positioning of Syrian armed opposition groups over the years. By focusing on a single
conflict, I could isolate macro-level variables and examine their internal dynamics and
changing interactions with other actors. To reconstitute the emergence and subsequent
evolution of the major Syrian armed groups, I systematically compared the trajectories
of major armed groups as well as the evolution of their perceptions and actions over
time, while also limiting biases and subsequent reinterpretations of past developments.
Although I did not include most of the smaller units that quickly disappeared or were ab-
sorbed into larger units, to avoid delving into unnecessary details that would not alter the
overall analysis, I examined the extent to which the developments of Ahrar al-Sham and
HTS mirrored the evolution of other groups. Through this process, I was able to provide
a comprehensive understanding of the choices of these armed groups and the resulting
consequences.

My research, therefore, adopts a structuralist approach. Structuralist studies of armed
conflicts typically involve a comparative analysis of cross-national factors that underlie
civil wars. One prominent debate was the dominant “greed versus grievances” divide in
the early 2000s, which questioned the macro-level factors that cause violence (Collier &
Hoefller, 2004; Cederman, Gleditsch, & Buhaug, 2013). The structuralist orientation of
this research is narrower in scope. I acknowledge that armed groups encounter a diverse
array of constraints and opportunities that they do not entirely control. Various factors,
both domestic and international, along with these groups’ own trajectories, significantly
influence the choices of their leaders over time. Their agency is circumscribed by per-
sistent structural constraints. Although I primarily focus on Ahrar al-Sham and Jabhat
al-Nusra, I also compare these groups with other Syrian armed groups in order to (1) ana-
lyse the similarities and differences in the structural constraints faced by these groups and
others, and (2) contextualize the decision-making capacity of their leaders within these
constraints.
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. The group was initially called Kata'ib Ahrar al-Sham (the Brigades of the Free Ones of the

Levant) before renaming itself Harakat Ahrar al-Sham al-Islamiyya (the Islamic Movement of
the Free Ones of the Levant), in 2013.

. Its full name was Jabhat al-Nusra li-Ahl al-Sham min Mujahidi al-Sham fi Sahat al-Jihad (the

Front of Support for the People of the Levant from the Muhajideen of the Levant in the Fields of
Jihad).

. The Salafi approach to Islam is defined by its specific understanding of the Islamic creed or

core beliefs (‘agida) (Haykel, 2009; Meijer, 2009. See also Rougier, 2008). Jihadi Salafis are de-
fined by their legitimisation of violence against Muslim leaders not applying Islamic law as well
as Western countries denounced for their foreign policies (Wiktorowicz, 2006; Maher, 2016).
This trend originated with the Egyptian and Syrian Jihadi groups active in the 1970s before
expanding during the 1980s war in Afghanistan (Drevon, 2022). Ahrar al-Sham is Salafi but
only partially Jihadi. Although some of its leaders and members were, at some point, closer to
this ideological trend, this is not systematically true.

. Kilcullen (2011), a counter-insurgency strategist who advised U.S. forces in Iraq and

Afghanistan, explains how transnational combatants spread their ideas and practices, helping
to transform local conflicts into a broader war with Western countries. See also Malet (2017),
Byman (2019). On the role of Abdullah Azzam, see Hegghammer (2020).

. See, e.g., Sageman, 2004; Moghadam, 2008; Kilcullen, 2011; Bakke, 2014; Lia, 2015;

Mendelsohn, 2015; Warner et al., 2022.

. I refer to these conflicts, including in Syria, as “armed conflicts” and not civil wars. The legal

terminology describes these conflicts as “non-international armed conflicts,” since they involve
non-state armed groups; https://www.icrc.org/en/doc/resources/documents/article/other/
armed-conflict-article-170308.htm.Though I draw on the literature on civil wars, this denom-
ination is neither legal nor widely accepted by Syrians. Armed opposition groups refer to the
conflict as a revolution, while the regime derides them as terrorists. Armed conflict is more neu-
tral. It is also the term used in international humanitarian law.

. See Drevon (2017).
. This slogan was later replaced by “the people’s revolution” (thawrat al-shaab) as the group con-

tinued its political maturation. See chapter 5.

. Interviews with Abu Muhammad al-Jolani and Abul-Hassan al-Hamawi, respective general

commander and military leader of HTS. Idlib. See also Drevn & Haenni, 2021; ICG, 2023.
Criticisms of the group’s excessive violence were articulated by al-Qaeda’s spokesman Adam
Gadahn (Gadahn, 2011) in 2011, before its most publicised actions during the Iraqi and Syrian
conflicts. Al-Qaeda leader Ayman al-Zawahiri (2017) added, in 2017, that the group was “struck
with madness in excommunication and exceeded the limits of extremism.”

See Brown, 2007; Fishman & Moghadam, 2010; Lahoud, 2010; Fishman, 2016; Drevon, 2022.
See Della Porta, 2013; Alimi, Bosi, & Demetriou, 2015.

Two major ideological concepts, the “(loyalty to Muslims and dissociation from non Muslims”
(al-wala’ wal-bara’) and “the non-reliance on the assistance of the infidels” (‘adam al-istiana
bil-kuffar), have justified Jihadi groups’ opposition to external assistance by non-Muslims and
Muslims who do not embrace the Salafi religious creed. See Wagemakers (2012: 147-165).
Interview with Abu Abdullah al-Shami, the higher religious authority of HTS. See also Drevon
& Haenni, 2021.

Gerges, 2011: 34-42. It does not mean that there are no exceptions, including Islamic State (IS)
(e.g., Hashim, 2018).

In some cases, like al-Qaeda in Afghanistan, Jihadis can rely in practice on personal allegiance
combined with the intermarriage of their leaders and senior commanders to sustain themselves
against the backdrop of strong ideological tenets.


https://www.icrc.org/en/doc/resources/documents/article/other/armed-conflict-article-170308.htm
https://www.icrc.org/en/doc/resources/documents/article/other/armed-conflict-article-170308.htm
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The combination of ideological and personal differences is evidenced in primary testimonies
by actors themselves (e.g., Hamid & Farrall, 2015) and in studies of their individual trajectories
(e.g., Lia, 2009).

Interviews, Idlib.

See also Ashour (2021) for a focus on ISIS’s military approach across provinces.

Which arguably characterise IS and al-Qaeda, respectively, according to Ahrar al-Sham and
Jabhat al-Nusra / HTS leaders.

This theme has been central to my own discussions with an array of Islamist armed groups, in-
cluding Ahrar al-Sham and Jabhat al-Nusra / HTS.

On the political thought of Ibn Tamiyya beyond excessive simplifications on the alleged as-
sociation between the medieval scholar and modern violence, see Rapoport & Ahmed, 2010;
Michot, 2011, 2012; Anjum, 2012; Hoover, 2019.

For instance, Gopal and Hodge argue that, in Syria, the margin of manoeuvre of foreign states
was largely constrained by the nature of the pre-war networks upon which armed groups rely
(e.g., Gopal & Hodge, 2021).

These two approaches are central to current debates on the prevention of violent extremism.
They contend that Jihadi groups can be opposed through a combination of military means and
de-legitimisation of their ideologies in alternative counter-narratives. They are more common
than prospects of engagement and transformation, though exceptions exist (e.g., Dudouet &
Goldner-Ebenthal, 2020).

Many Syrian opponents, especially those who oppose Jabhat al-Nusra / HTS, repeatedly
emphasise Jolani’s personality, including his pragmatism, to explain his group’s actions. The
leading Salafi Jihadi intellectual Abu Muhammad al-Magqdisi similarly denounces Jolani for
exploiting the Jihadi trend to achieve his immediate military objectives, before rejecting it when
convenient. Interview with Abu Muhammad al-Maqdisi.

For a similar approach, but more focused on Jihadi commanders than Jihadi organisations per
se, see Thurston (2020).

Many groups remained in their localities throughout the conflict. They often switched loy-
alty without meaningful change. At best, they received additional material support and only
changed their names as they joined the Free Syrian Army, Ahrar al-Sham, or Jabhat al-Nusra
among other large entities. Interviews with several representative of smaller military brigades.
Embeddedness in local networks also shapes how external threats are framed and addressed by
individuals (Shesterinina, 2016). Local ties play a crucial role in understanding the emergence
of extreme patterns of violence, such as the genocide in Rwanda (Fuji, 2009). Rumors also wield
a considerable influence over civilian perceptions of the strength of both the state and rebel
forces, which are intricately woven into the ethnic demography and trusted network structures
within villages (Lewis, 2020).

Most research on Jihadis focus on their leaders; see the books on Abu Mus‘ab al-Suri (Lia,
2009), Abu Mus‘ab al-Zarqawi (Warrick, 2015), Abdullah Anas (Anas & Hussein, 2019),
Abdullah Azzam (Hegghammer, 2020), and Osama bin Laden (Scheuer, 2011).

Chapter 5 expends on this particular theme. This is very clear in the case of Hamas, which lost
most of its leaders over time but survived thanks to its institutional strength (Gunning, 2007).
On the impact of leadership decapitation, see also Jordan (2019) and Price (2019). See also
Bacon & Grimm (2022) on the impact of new types of leaders on militant groups.

Jabhat al-Nusra is more difficult to judge, as it remained under the control of its founding leader.
The group’s institutionalisation became more evident when it started to rule northwest Syria
(Drevon & Haenni, 2021).

This research largely aligns with Lacher’s (2020) and Parkinson’s (2023) emphasis on militant
networks and their connections to local dynamics, but I focus more thoroughly on armed groups’
organisational dynamics, a dimension that may not hold as much centrality in their contexts.

See chapter 4.

See Moloney (2007).

See Sageman (2004, 2008) and Hoffman (2008). See also Gartenstein-Ross & Barr (2018).
Armed groups occasionally decide to change their internal structuring by de-centralising their
military forces, as the IRA in the 1980s, or conversely by reimposing a stronger internal hi-
erarchy, like the FARC around the same time, depending on the circumstances. See Moloney
(2007) and Gutiérrez-Sanin (2018).

Interviews with several local units that switched organisational affiliations over the years.
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The comparison between Ahrar al-Sham and Jabhat al-Nusra suggests that they enjoyed rela-
tively strong horizontal ties between their leaders, with Ahrar al-Sham benefiting from stronger
ties to local communities at first. But they institutionalised very differently. Ahrar al-Sham
generally integrated pre-existing factions into its early organisational structures while Jabhat
al-Nusra promoted a more centralised process of consolidation. Both groups also devel-
oped diverging strategic relations to their external environments despite overlapping pre-war
networks.

Asal et al. (2022) use a similar focus on armed groups’ relation to the population and states to
account for their use of violence.

The annex elaborates these methodological guidelines.

As mentioned by Lacher (2011) on Libya, “social embeddedness means that armed groups do
not exclusively, or even primarily, follow their internal organizational logics, or the individual
interests of their leaders. They also respond to obligations towards other members of the com-
munity they are embedded in” “This phenomenon is quite common during times of war, espe-
cially when armed groups emerge out of local communities without forming a formal hierarchy

(or broadly replicating traditional village structures).” A study conducted by the International
Committee of the Red Cross (ICRC) (2020) has identified numerous cases, including the
Democratic Republic of Congo’s Mai Mai group, where armed factions formed along these
patterns. Daly’s (2016) study of violence after civil wars is also relevant to the distinctions be-
tween the first and second ideal-types. She argues that armed groups that recruit locally can
foster a stronger connection with their communities, which mitigates violence following the
conclusion of conflicts, in contrast with groups that recruit non-locally.

This is despite real efforts to institutionalise them in a common framework when they regrouped
to the north of Syria after 2018, under the Syrian National Army framework.
On these processes in social movement studies, see Della Porta (2013: 204-234).

Interview with Egyptian foreign fighters in Cairo.

I focus on relatively large entities. Smaller groups can also develop around an authoritarian
strongman and cult-like dynamics instead of institutionalising internally. This was less the case
in Syria, since these groups were not able to survive the loss of their leaders, contrary to more
institutionalised armed groups.

Tuse “regime” instead of “government” or “state” to describe Syrian official authorities. Although
the term “regime” often intends to erode the legitimacy of ruling authorities, this choice is purely
factual. Regimes are a “set of rules, procedures, and understandings which govern relations be-
tween the state and society in a particular country” (Macridis, 1986). The Syrian conflict never
opposed the government or the state to the opposition. The armed opposition is not fighting
the Syrian state as a concept (with the potential exception of Kurdish armed groups, which
are not my focus), nor is it merely changing the government or its president. The opposition
is committed to the overthrow of the ruling regime and its replacement with its own political
alternative.

Foreign jihadis, including Abu Muhammad al-Maqdisi, Abu Qatada al-Falastini, and others
repeatedly tried to convince IS to cease its attacks against other armed groups, to no avail.
Relational approaches to radicalisation, such as Della Porta’s (2013), highlight different
mechanisms underpinning militants’ growing insolation, such as competitive escalation with
their opponents, activation of militant networks, organizational compartmentalization, action
militarization, ideological encapsulation, and militant enclosure.

Salafism prioritises a strict adherence to what it considers how Islam was practiced during
the time of the Prophet Muhammad and his immediate successors. Salafis reject religious
innovations (bida’) that did not exist in the early days of Islam and emphasize instead the key
importance of pure monotheism (fawhid). The foundational beliefs of Salafis, their creed
(‘agida), hence set them apart from other Muslims due to their tendency to exhibit greater re-
luctance towards interpreting the meanings of God’s attributes (al-asma wa sifat).

The separation of these trends is often a subject of debate, and research on Salafism regularly
proposes new typologies. Yet, this separation in three main trends is valuable tools for un-
derstanding the broad spectrum of approaches to political action within Salafism. Salafis also
commonly refer to these categories in practice, recognising their utility despite their inherent
fluidity. So, while acknowledging that the distinctions between these trends are not always
rigid and can vary depending on circumstances, we can still employ them to delineate general
orientations within Salafist thought and practice.
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This is the definition of Della Porta and Diani (2013) applied to Jihadi groups. I applied the
term “Jihadi social movement” in another article (Drevon, 2017). In a similar vein, Hamming
(2022) refers to the “Sunni Jihadi movement.”

See also Wagemakers (2012) and Lav (2012).

Internal conflicts regarding tactical and strategic matters manifested through divergent
perspectives between key figures. Abu Musab al-Suri and Abu Qatada al-Falastini held differing
views on Algeria, while Khattab, a prominent Saudi militant, and bin Laden found them-
selves at odds about prioritising engagement in Chechnya over confronting the United States.
Additionally, Abu Musab al-Zarqawi and abu Muhammad al-Maqdisi grappled with discord
surrounding the excessive use of violence in Iraq. See also Moghadam & Fishman (2010).
Thurston (2017) argues that the GIA is really the first group that emphasises the primacy of
Salafism.

See, e.g., Wickham, 2004; Clark, 2006; Schwedler, 2006, 2007; Wegner & Pellicer, 2009; Brown,
2012; Cavatorta & Merone, 2013; Pahwa, 2017.

This is not the case simply for Islamist groups, as the Provisional Irish Republican Army (IRA)
demonstrates (Whiting, 2018).

Even in the case of Hamas and Hizbullah in Palestine and Lebanon, political integration was
largely driven by a favourable political environment that changed their external incentives. See,
e.g., Alagha, 2006; Gunning, 2007; Berti, 2013.

On the rationales for state support, see Bapat (2012) and Maoz & San-Akca (2012) for the rela-
tions between state rivalry and support for armed groups. See also Byman (2005) in the specific
case of so-called terrorist groups.

Governance refers to the “range of structures and practices, both formal and informal, that
rebels develop as part of a broader governance arrangement to interact with the civilian pop-
ulation and other unarmed actors” (Mampilly & Stewart, 2020: 3). See also Kasfir (2015) and
Stewart (2021).

Most assumptions on the presumed connections between Ahrar al-Sham and al-Qaeda
emphasise the role of an Ahrar al-Sham commander, Abu Khaled al-Suri, who was previously
connected to a wide range of groups in Afghanistan, including al-Qaeda.

apter 2

II{)eferring to non-Islamist Syrian armed groups as secular is a matter of debate. Most of these
groups did not describe themselves as secular in Arabic (almani). Although non-Islamist
Syrian armed groups did not necessarily embrace Islamist political agendas, some of them
opted for Islamic names and had conservative viewpoints, influenced by the composition of
their membership, cross-factional competition, and the influence of their external backers.
Self-identifying as secular can also pose a challenge for any opposition groups considering the
Syrian regime’s proclaimed commitment to secularism. See also Sakhi (2023 : 150-177), on the
Free Syrian Army’s religious trainings and use of clerics internally.

. Gopal and Hodge (2021) differentiate several types of pre-war networks (including those linked

to the Muslim Brotherhood, activist Salafis, loyalist Salafts, Jihadis, tribal, and liberal) under-
pinning the Syrian armed opposition and their consequences on their mobilisation after 2011.

. See also Weismann, 2000, 2001; Lenfant, 2008; Al-Haj, 2013; Lefevre, 2013: 3-42; Conduit,

2019: 21-40.

. On the construction of the Syrian State before independence, including the role of France, see

Provence, 2005; Van Dam, 2011; Neep, 2012; McHugo, 2014; Rey, 2018.

. On the ramifications of pre-2011 regime-led large-scale violence as a governance mechanism,

see Ismail (2018).

. Some of the most important research on this topic was written by Batatu (1981, 1999).
. For a historical retrospective of the role of minorities, see Van Dam (2011, 2017). See also Bou

Nassif (2015)

. On internal divergences between Alawis from “inside” and from the “coast,” see Goldsmith

(2015).

. For recent studies on the group, see Pargeter (2011), Lefévre (2013), Diaz (2017), and Conduit

(2019). On the Syrian Sunni clergy more specifically, see Pierret (2013).

On the position of the Islamists on the failed uprising, see Lariviere (2021).

For a list of notable Muslim Brotherhood members who went to Afghanistan, see Conduit,
2019: 232-237.
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According to multiple interviews with a range of armed groups members, from Ahrar al-Sham,
Jabhat al-Nusra, and also factions affiliated to the Free Syrian Army.

Egypt similarly had to accommodate Islamist charitable activities (Brooke, 2019), although the
role played by the Muslim Brotherhood in Egypt was far more substantial than in Syria (e.g.,
Wickham, 2013).

On Islamic charities, clergies, and Islamic movement, see Lenfant (2008), Pierret & Selvik
(2009), Donker (2013), Pierret (2013a, 2013b), Conduit (2019).

See Wagemakers (2012: 101-119) on additional differences between sahwa criticism and Salafi
Jihadi positions, and Hassan (2016¢) examines the impact on the sahwa on what would ulti-
mately become IS.

Both are prominent medieval scholars favoured by contemporary Salafis.

Al-Albani is one of the three main Salafi religious scholars of the 20th century, known for his
scholarship on hadith (Lacroix, 2009). Al-Tartussi is a Syrian thinker previously associated
with Jihadi Salafism.

Tawheed is the concept of Islamic monotheism, which is arguably one of the core tenets of the
Salafi approach to Islam (Maher, 2016; Wagemakers, 2016: 27-59).

Numerous interviews with Syrian militants active in a range of armed groups.

On Jihadi Salafism in Syria, see also Khatib (2018).

Interviews with former Islamist prisoners.

Numerous interviews with independent Islamists as well as members of Ahrar al-Sham and
HTS suggest the existence of the two positions. Some individuals assert that they formed a small
congregation of like-minded Islamists that met occasionally, while others posit that they never
intermingled with anybody else.

This feature is similar to other countries in the region, including Jordan (Wiktorowicz, 2001).
On the salience of Salafism in an armed conflict like Syria, see also Lund (2012) and ICG
(2012).

Abu ‘Tsa is a militant who claimed that he re-created the historical Caliphate at the end of the war
against the USSR in Afghanistan before traveling to London. Irja is a concept widely debated in
Islamic law about the role of belief and deeds, and whether believing in Islam is sufficient to be
considered Muslim.

On the influence of militant or haraki Salafism in Ahrar al-Sham, see Pierret (2016).

So-called madkhali Salafis might be more the exception than the rule, as they are loyal to Muslim
rulers and strongly oppose any rebellion. The Syrian regime was also considered favourably by
some mainstream Islamists for its position on the Palestinian issue.

These religious scholars are medieval scholars not necessarily associated with Salafism.

These two are arguably the most influential Salafi Jihadi scholars worldwide. On al-Maqdisi, see
Wagemakers (2012).

On the early phase, see Abouzeid (2018), Yassin-Kassab & Al-Shami (2018), Mazhur (2021),
Bishara (2022).

For first-hand testimonies, see Pearlman (2017). Pearlman (2016) also explores how civilians
managed to overcome their fear and engaged in protests, despite the risks.

On revolutionary processes, see also Tilly, 1977; Skocpol, 1979; Goodwin, 2001. An important
contribution of the study of revolution in its fourth wave is provided by Lawson (2019).

See for instance Simon (2023).

A comparison between Middle Eastern and North African regimes expose two central struc-
tural features underpinning the practicalities and outcomes of the Arab uprisings: (1) the pres-
ence of economic rents, and (2) a previous successful hereditary succession (Brownlee, Masoud
& Reynolds, 2015). Other structural differences include the centralised versus decentralised na-
ture of executive power in Egypt and Syria (Stacher, 2012).

See also Bou Nassif’s work (2020) on how the Syrian regime implemented coup-proofing
strategies in the 1960s, which left a substantial institutional imprint that significantly shaped the
military’s response to the 2011 population uprising. See also Droz-Vincent (2020).

For instance, in Egypt, the protestors largely drew on pre-existing networks that were pre-
viously involved in the 2000s, including in solidarity for the Palestinian cause (Gunning &
Baron, 2015).

On Bashar al-Assad’s regime, see Ziser (2007), Leverett (2005), Lesch (2013). On the
marginalisation of the Baath Party, see Belhadj (2013).

The so-called Damascus Spring followed Bashar al-Assad’s seizure of the presidency, when
Syrian intellectuals promoted new forums to discuss political and social questions, and
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. Al-Jolani repeated this point in private interviews, which he mentioned in a public interview to

71

expressed new political demands to the regime, including the end of the state of emergency,
prisoner release, and the opening of political space

On the alliance with Iran, see Goodarzi (2009). See also Scheller (2014) on Syria’s foreign policy.
On the external dimension of the war, see Phillips (2016).

More on Russia’s perceptions of Western interventions and policies in Charap, Treyger, & Geist,
2019; Hamilton, Miller, & Stein, 2020; Borshchevskaya, 2021.

See Abouzeid (2018).

Interviews with militants active early on in the conflict. Many videos were initially published
on YouTube, though most were subsequently removed for featuring violence.
Veterans of other jihad, including Iraq, provided critical assistance in the growing sophistica-
tion of the insurgency, especially in the manufacturing of improvised explosive device (IED).
Interviews with a range of insurgents.

On a similar explanation to the fragmentation of the insurgency, see Walther and Pedersen
(2020). Fjelde and Nilsson (2018) add that stronger societal networks create structural barriers
against the proliferation of many armed groups.

On Salafi internal debates on jihad in Syria, see Ismail (2021: 122-127).

On the role of connectivity between communities on insurgent mobilisation, see also Sarbahi
(2021).

Interviews with several Ahrar al-Sham leaders and commanders.

On prison experience, see chapter 5.
Abul-Kheir is incidentally the brother of Abu Abdullah al-Shami, who was mentioned
previously.

Interviews with armed groups commanders who split from several other factions for this
reason.
Abu Anas mentioned that, initially, Ahrar al-Sham only had a Skype contact through its Ghouta
sub-group, for instance.

Interviews with the heads of two small brigades that joined other groups before joining Ahrar
al-Sham.

Many of these policies are examined by Balanche (2006a, 2011, 2018).
The next chapter expands on this.

By 2016, only a dozen armed opposition groups could be described as “power-brokers” in dif-
ferent regions. Their size and influence (Cafarella & Casagrande, 2016: 12-13) was substan-
tially larger than the hundreds of groups that still remained after a few years of conflict (e.g.,
Cafarella & Casagrande, 2015: 4-7).
This is particularly the case of the early local brigades that often adopted the name Liwa
Shuhada (the Brigade of the Martyrs of ) followed by the name of their village.
This comparison explicitly focuses on the so-called dependent variable, since it aims to com-
pare the trajectories of the most important groups instead of analysing the factors underpinning
armed groups’ survival or disappearance per se.

On the early armed groups, see also Hudhaifa (2021: 110-128).

On the rise and fall of the Faruq Brigades, its recomposition, and the role of foreign actors, see
Abouzeid (2018).

See chapter 4.

Parts of Faruq later became the Hazm movement (Harakat Hazm), which received significant
American support. See also Baczko et al., 2018: 112-117.

See chapter 3.
The group would ultimately, in 2019, be expelled by the successor of Jabhat al-Nusra, HTS, Cf.
chapter 4.

Interviews with former members of Liwa Dawud.

Interview with a spokesman for the group conducted in Baab al-Hawa.

Interview with Islam Alloush.

Ibid.
The final section of this chapter expands on some of these debates.
The group’s full name was initially Jabhat al-Nusra li Ahl al-Sham min Mujahidi al-Sham fi
Sahat al-Jihad (the Front of Support of the People of the Levan from the Mujahideen of the
Levant on the Fields of Jihad).

Interview with Abd al-Rahim ‘Atun.
The interview was also published by International Crisis Group in Khalifa (2020).

al-Jazeera in 2013 as well.
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The group started its military campaign with suicide bombings against Syrian security forces
and intelligence offices in Damascus and Aleppo in early 2012, which resulted in civilian
casualties as well.

One of them, Rami Dalati, argued that most former Islamist prisoners joined Ahrar al-Sham
and not Jabhat al-Nusra or IS.

In his first televised interview, Jabhat al-Nusra leader Abu Muhammad al-Jolani (2013) argued
that the expansion of the armed opposition to rural areas transformed the group, as it required a
change of modus operandi.

For a study on its early days and internal Moroccan debates, see Caillet (2014).

Interview

The group was also connected to Egyptian militants, according to my field research in Cairo
in 2012. See also the important coverage of European foreign fighters by Wassim Nasr, for ex-
ample, France 24 2020, 2023.

Chapter 3.

Chapter 4.

Arab Sunni groups occasionally recruited among Kurds, including Ahrar al-Sham and its
Kurdish sub-group.

Jabhat al-Nusra opened a political bureau only in January 2017, when it created HTS. Cf.
chapter 5. On so-called rebel diplomacy, see also Huang (2016a).

See chapter 5.

This front is different from Jamal Maarouf’s front, which emerged in 2013.

See chapter 3.

Abu Yazan al-Shami, a leading Ahrar al-Sham thinker, would later apologise for this. See
chapter 5.

Asin Ahrar al-Sham’s first leader Hassan Abud’s (2013b) first interview to al-Jazeera. The group’s
official position on Alawis does not mean that individual leaders did not express more hostile
positions in a personal capacity. The term "Nusayri" originates from Ibn Nusayr al-Numayri,
the initial inspiration behind this religious sect, though it carries a negative connotation.
According to interviews and leaks of internal documents.

apter 3

. Many armed conflicts are described as either insurgencies or guerrilla operations, while in re-

ality, they more closely resemble conventional warfare. This is partially informed by post-Cold
War developments (Kalyvas & Balcells, 2010; Balcells & Kalyvas, 2013).

. The next chapter considers the role of foreign support for the armed opposition more

specifically.

. More details are analysed in chapter 4.
. Chapter 4 elaborates on this development.
. On this issue, see also Goya, 2017; Charap, Treyger, & Geist, 2019; Hamilton, Miller, & Stein,

2020; Jones, 2020.

. A recent testimony by a defecting Saudi major general argues that the Saudi Crown Prince

Muhammad bin Salman encouraged the Russian intervention when he was the Minister of
Defence (Borger, 2020).

. On this theme, see Balcells & Kalyvas, 2013.
. There were smaller armed opposition-held pockets, including in Qalamoun and Zabadani,

which had an important role for the armed opposition considering their location. But this anal-
ysis does not examine them independently, as it primarily focuses on larger, more representa-
tive, regions to synthesise general patterns of development.

. For a testimony of the early days of the armed opposition in al-Ghouta, especially its internal

diversity and localism, see al-Dik & Bontemps, 2016.

Interview Islam Alloush.

Jaysh al-Islam also attacked other groups, such as Faylaq al-Rahman, but those were local
entities without influence elsewhere, so they are not the focus of this analysis.
The main groups were Ajnad al-Sham, Faylaq al-Rahman, Ahrar al-Sham, Jabhat al-Nusra, and
several smaller factions.
On Ahrar al-Sham, see also its partial integration in Faylaq al-Rahman (Salah, 2015) and
joining of Liwa Fajr al-Umma (Ahrar al-Sham, n.d.a).
On the impact of geographic divisions between local factions and the regime’s strategy, see
chapter 4 and Lund (2018).
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. For a primary testimony on the siege, see al-Faris (2015).

. Jabhat al-Nusra notably attacked Harakat Hazm in the enclave, a Free Syrian Army group that it
accused of collaborating with the United States. Cf. chapter 4.

Cf. chapter 4.

Liwa Shuhada’ al-Yarmouk formed in summer 2012. It was initially in the Southern Front
before the exacerbation of tensions with other groups. The group gradually signalled pro-IS
inclinations before excommunication of local institutions and developing its own IS-inspired
model (Al-Tamimi, 2015b).

Interviews with several Ahrar al-Sham leaders. See also al-Jazeera (2016).

Interviews with humanitarian actors who were in Raqqa at the time.

Several interviews with Ahrar al-Sham leaders over the years.

On IS’s governance strategy, see also Caris & Reynolds (2014) and Zelin (2016). See also
Rosenblatt & Kilcullen, 2019.

See chapter 4.

Interviews with local witnesses.

Interviews with several former foreign fighters.

On the Kurdish experiment in Syria, see also ICG, 2014; Abdullah, Ayboga, Flach, Graeber, &
Knapp, 2016; Schmidinger, 2018; Allsopp & van Wilgenburg, 2019; Haenni & Quesnay, 2020.
On the contested connection between the YPG and the PKK, see Haenni & Quesnay (2020).
On smaller scale local experiments, see e.g., Munif, 2017; Gopal, 2018.

The early presence of other groups like Jabhat Thuwar Suriyya and Ahfad al-Rasul in several
Syrian regions in the first stage of the conflict does not contradict this argument, as these groups
quickly overstretched, as argued in chapter 2.

Private discussion with Abu Maria al-Qahtani.

Chapter 4 expands on this theme.

See also Abdul-Ahad (2013).

Interview with Abu Abdullah al-Shami.

Interview with Abu Muhammad al-Jolani.

See also Khalifa (2020).

It will be followed by a strategy of territorialisation in 2017. Chapter 5. See also Berti (2020).
For instance, Sami al-‘Uraydi became the group’s new mufti at the time.

See also Jabhat al-Nusra’s opposition to armed groups supported by the United States and the
seizure of their equipment in Gutman (2015) and Torbati (2015).

See chapter 4.

See chapter 4.

See e.g., Baczko et al. (2018: 112-117). For an example of internal institutionalisation, in the
case of Zinki, see Al-Tamimi (2020a, 2020b).

Other smaller military units like Tajamu' Fastaqim in Aleppo evolved similarly. These groups
are not covered in this research, but one can also refer to Ibrahim (2021: 136-172) for addi-
tional details.

Chapter 4 expands on the last alliances.

On Jaysh al-Tzza’s own system of alliance, see also Puxton (2017).

For a detailed study of armed groups’ alliances, consolidation, and mergers during the conflict,
see Ibrahim (2021).

For a first-hand testimony of these negotiations and their outcomes, see al-Atrash (2017).
Although al-Fajr al-Islamiyya is not solely composed of foreigners, as the group includes a sub-
stantial number of Syrians around Aleppo. More details on its politico-religious vision are avail-
able in its charter (jabhat ansar al-din, 2018).

For a brief retrospective of the Turkistan Islamic Party from Afghanistan to Syria, including the
group’s relation to the Taliban and al-Qaeda, see Hussein (2016b).

More information in chapter 4.

Interviews with commanders of local groups, and with humanitarian actors engaged in
negotiations with them.

On the local councils, their divergences, and the impact of external Western assistance, see also
Mukhopadhyay & Howe (2023). Interviews with local city councils.

On the local councils, see also Gharibah et al., 2017; Khalaf, 2015.

Interviews with a wide range of local council organisers.

Interviews with many civilians who played a role in local councils.

Interviews with locals living in Idlib province.
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Interviews with local councils aligned with Jabhat al-Nusra.

Interviews with local humanitarian coordinators.

For a rare glimpse over the imposition of parts of Islamic law in Aleppo under the opposition,
see Sly (2013).

An array of judicial edicts of the group’s courts have been retrieved by Al-Tamimi (2015a).
Interview with a former judge involved in some of these mechanisms.

The positivisation of Islamic law corrupts it essence, in this view, since sharia becomes akin to a
positivist law (al-qanun al-wad ') that Salafis consider human made and therefore non-Islamic.
Ahrar al-Sham would nonetheless adopt the Unified Arab Code in 2017; cf. chapter 5.
Interview with a former judge.

Interview with Ibrahim Shasho.

This strategy is evident when tracing Syria’s armed opposition alliance systems quantitatively, in
which Ahrar al-Sham features prominently (see Gade et al., 2019).

The communiqué is available in Lund (2013a: 15).

. Chapter 5. See also Tarsha, 2018.

Movement is here a reference to the group’s use of haraka in Arabic to emphasise that Ahrar al-
Sham was no longer an assortment of military brigades, as opposed to a larger entity pursuing
complementary objectives, including non-military.

Interviews with several individuals close to Ahrar al-Sham.

See chapter 5.

Interviews.

Interviews with Syrians who lived under several armed groups as well as ISIS.

Interviews.

See al-Jazeera (2016).

Interviews with humanitarians in Aleppo.

Interview with several local armed group leader from Aleppo as well as civilians close to the
armed opposition.

Cf. chapter 5.

See chapter 5.

See chapter 5.

apter 4

. Interviews with a range of individuals who participated in the early militarization of the up-

rising among several armed opposition groups.

. For example, a Dutch foreign fighter testified that he trained different groups before joining IS

in 2014 (Nieuwsuur, 2014).

. The first proposition to arm the opposition to the United States was even rejected (Simon, 2023).
. For a more comprehensive analysis of the U.S. programme’s assistance to different types of

groups, see also Plana (2021).

. See chapter 3.
. According to Hasan Dugheim, who provided religious guidance to Free Syrian Army groups,

ISIS initially claimed that they only opposed specific factions for being un-Islamic while
claiming that the group did not attack other armed groups. A local member of Suqur al-Sham
similarly argued that IS would tell them that they were brothers, and that ISIS only opposed
other groups. ISIS’s objectives were to target each group individually to impede or at least delay
a collective backlash.

. Several interviews with individuals involved in the provision of weaponry to armed opposition

groups through the MOM in Turkey.

. The group’s new leadership notably refused to resume the initiative. Cf. chapter 5.
. This group is different from Ahrar al-Sham’s Syrian Liberation Front mentioned in chapter 2.
. According to numerous interviews with armed groups members as well as humanitarians who

worked in northwest Syria at the time

Interviews with armed groups commanders and judges who contributed to these mechanisms.
Interviews with local armed groups present in the northwest

Interviews with independent armed groups.

Interviews with an array of international organisations and NGOs.

Interview with a commander of a Free Syrian Army affiliated group.

For a discussion on possible means to alleviate the risks associated with the provision of
MANPAD, see Groll (2016). The absence of provision of anti-aerial weapons is not merely
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because of Jabhat al-Nusras ties to al-Qaeda. A major reason is also a non-decisive commitment
of Western countries to effectively topple the regime, as opposed to merely weakening it.
According to independent testimonies from local residents, stronger Islamic norms initially
spread in the city of Idlib when the armed coalition took over. Most women started to wear the
face veil, for instance. The situation would gradually change over time.

See also Lister (2016a) and Heller (2017a).

See also Bellamy (2022).

Interviews with commanders of independent armed groups.

A pro-al-Qaeda group that split from HTS. More information on the group’s creation is in
chapter 5.

For primary testimonies, see Harush, 2016; Muzmajir, 2016; al-Shaykh, 2016¢; Al-Atrash, 2017.
Interviews with Islamists and non-Islamists commanders.

Many internal testimonies on these debates were retrieved and published online by Al-Tamimi.
See the last part as well as links to previous documents in Al-Tamimi (2019).

For a primary testimony, see the views of Abu Abdullah al-Shami (Atun, 2016a).

Some simply split from Jabhat Fath al-Sham or remained in the group but refused to join HTS
when it was created six month later (Hussein, 2016¢; Lister, 2016d). Opponents include most
Jordanians.

The following chapter explores these divisions in detail. See chapter 5.

The creation of Jaysh al-Ahrar is explored more thoroughly in the next chapter. See chapter 5.
Ahrar al-Sham denounced the war of communiqués launched to pressure the group (Ahrar al-
Sham, 2017¢).

On the role of the leadership council, see also Hussein (2017h).

Interview with a leading member of Ahrar al-Sham’s Consultative Council.

On the SDF and IS in the East, see Haenni and Quesnay (2020).

On the PKK’s strategies in Turkey and Syria, see ICG (2017).

See also the testimony of a local activist on the last days of al-Ghouta in Al-Shami (2018).
Several small factions, some of whom affiliated to the Free Syrian Army umbrella like Abdul
Baset al-Sarout’s group, insisted at the time that the factions in the north should open the front
lines in support of the South, but large armed groups in the north (including Ahrar al-Sham and
HTS) did not do so, as this could have endangered the whole province under their control.

See Arango (2017) and Chulov (2017).

On Turkish control in the north, see Stein, Abouzahr, & Komar (2017). On these groups, see
also Tsurkov (2019b).

On Turkish policies in the northeast, especially after the American withdrawal announcement,
see ICG (2019b).

Farghali’s telegram channel. Farghali usually adopts more uncompromising ideological
positions than does the HTS leadership. Abu Abdullah al-Shami, HTS’s highest religious
authority, recognised this point in an interview in Idlib, insisting that HTS’s positions are
expressed in its Sharia Council and that Farghali’s positions are his own. See his interpretation
to the nascent Turkish influence in Idlib in Heller (2020).

See chapter 5.

Interview.

On the group’s short-lived history, see Abu Rumman & Abu Haniyeh (2021).

According to interviews with its organisers, HTS used its military domination to vet the
participants in the conference.

Interview with several commanders of local armed groups.

Interview with a military commander who initially joined HTS.

Interviews with several Ahrar al-Sham’s commanders.

Several groups of foreign fighters regularly expressed their support for HTS for unifying the op-
position and bringing stability to the province (e.g., n.m. 2020).

A communiqué initially mentioned Ahrar al-Sham’s dissolution from its strongholds in the
southern province (Ahrar al-Sham, 2017d), though the group latter insisted that Ahrar al-Sham
group was not dissolved, as only the fighters who refused to submit to HTS’s authority left the area,
before returning a few months later in the next round of fighting. This was confirmed by their own
communiqués, which denounced HTS’s seizure of their heavy weapons, and stated that they de-
parted, as they refused to remain under HTS-supported government (Thuwar Sahl al-Ghab, 2019).
Interview.

Interview with Abu Muhammad al-Jolani.
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. Interview with individuals close to Hurras al-Din.

. Interview with Abu ‘Abdullah al-Shami.

. On this theme, see also Zelin (2023).

. Interview with Abul-Hasan al-Hamawi and Abu Muhammad al-Jolani.
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. Abul-Waleed al-Masri and Leah Farrall (2015) portray the emergence of the “Jalalabad school”
in exile during the early 1990s, which was detached from its natural constituency, prone to radi-
calism, and zealous about immediate military action.

. On the ideological impact of foreign fighters, see Bakke (2014).

. The impact of long-term historical legacies on political violence is rarely analysed as such in ex-
isting literature, which often focuses on immediate developments. But long-term economic and
political transformations, let alone a history of violence in the past, can shape the trajectories
of insurgencies that emerged only several decades later, as demonstrated in Europe (Sinchez-
Cuenca, 2019).

. This point is important since, as argued in note 12 of chapter 1, many analysts emphasised the
role of Abu Khaled to denounce Ahrar al-Sham’s alleged ties to al-Qaeda.

. On the Muslim Brotherhood background of many early Ahrar al-Sham leaders, see also the
documentary of al-Jazeera (2016).

. Both review in a book and a series of videos the story of the Salafi Jihadi trend, and trace the
influence and role of the Muslim Brotherhood, although they express a real opposition to the
organisation.

. See chapter 2.

. The most comprehensive study is presented by Warrick (2015).

. Interviews with his close associates.

. On the association between armed groups’ political indoctrination and their controlled use of
violence, see Hoover Green (2017, 2018).

. See also a rebuttal of Jihadi groups’ extremism by a leading Jabhat al-Nusra leader (Al-qahtani,

no date).

Interview with Iyad al-Sha‘ar.

Taha is often wrongly considered close to al-Qaeda, or even a member of the organisation, while

he never joined bin Laden according to my own interview with him and many of his associates

in Egypt.

Interviews with Ahrar al-Sham bureaucrats who dealt with foreign organisations and

humanitarians.

There is anecdotal evidence that this sub-group implemented, at least once, Islamic legal pun-

ishment on Syrians who missed the Friday prayer (France 24, 2014).

The impact and role of these cultural idioms is increasingly studied as such in the literature, see

Hegghammer (2017).

Multiple interviews with Islamists and non-Islamists involved with the armed opposition.

Interview with Abu Muhammad al-Jolani.

Interviews with several Ahrar al-Sham leaders.

Wagemakers (2012: 147-164).

Jaeger et al. (2015) argue that, in the case of Palestine, outbidding between Islamist and non-

Islamist factions do not target the same public.

Some of the main Salafi Jihadi arguments against the Muslim Brotherhood were articulated by

al-Zawahiri (1988) himself.

The explosion prompted numerous accusations implicating foreign countries or groups like

ISIS and Jabhat al-Nusra. However, evidence suggests that the presence of explosives within the

compounds caused the explosion, rather than external involvement.

See also the testimony of Ahrar al-Sham’s leaders (Tarsha, 2018), individuals close to the group

(al-Shaykh, 2016e; Abu Sayyaf, 2016a; Al-Ghunami, 2017), and analysis (Abazeid, 2015a).

Abu Fath Farghali, who later left Ahrar al-Sham, says that he wrote an opinion against joining

the initiative to Abu Jaber (al-Farghali, 2020b).

On the group’s legitimisation of the flag, see Ahrar al-Sham (n.d.c).

Multiple interviews with Syrian analysts in the northwest.

Interview with Husam Tarsha.

On the participation of Syrian fighters in Libya, see Wehrey (2020).

Interviews with individuals close to the new leadership.
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Chapter 6

1.

See for instance Stampnitzky (2013).

Annex: Methodology and Sources

1.

)

The most noticeable case occurred in January 2017, when HTS and Ahrar al-Sham were vying
for the allegiance of one another’s sub-brigades in an online battle of communiqués designed to
suggest that each of them was about to prevail.

. For important discussions on some of these characteristics, see McAdam, 1982; Meyer, 2004;

Tarrow, 2011; Alimi, Demetriou, & Bosi, 2015.

. Forarecent review of organisational studies of political violence, see Phillips (2019).
. This dimension has been relatively marginalised by the growing influence of quantitative re-

search in SNA, though valuable exceptions exist (e.g., Parkinson, 2013; Kenney, 2018).

. These studies build upon a pioneering research on the Renaissance in Florence (Padgett &

McLean, 2006).
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