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The fragmentation of Syria following the fall of Bashar al-Assad has ushered in a
new era of geopolitical complexity and instability. Once a unified nation, Syria
now exists as a fractured landscape of competing factions and shifting alliances,
where the absence of centralized authority has given rise to both regional power
struggles and the resurgence of extremist groups. Hay’at Tahrir al-Sham (HTS), a
prominent Islamist faction, has capitalized on this disarray to consolidate control
over parts of northern Syria, presenting itself as a governing authority while
retaining its ideological roots in Salafi-jihadism. Meanwhile, international actors
such as Turkey, Israel, Iran, Russia, and the United States continue to pursue
strategic objectives in Syria, often prioritizing territorial and security gains over
long-term stability. This fragmented state poses significant risks, including
deepened sectarian divides, humanitarian crises, and the potential for Syria to
become a breeding ground for transnational terrorism. Understanding the
interplay between these forces is essential to addressing the challenges of
rebuilding Syria and ensuring regional security.
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Abstract

The Syrian civil war, a devastating conflict that has spanned over a decade, has
reached a critical juncture with the ousting of President Bashar al-Assad. This
development has intensified the power vacuum in Syria, creating opportunities
for both local and international actors to assert control. Among the most
prominent players in this post-Assad era is Hay’at Tahrir al-Sham (HTS), a group
that has evolved from its Salafi-jihadist origins to present itself as a pragmatic
Islamist entity. While HTS has taken steps to consolidate power in northern Syria
and project a more moderate image, its history of extremism and persecution
raises significant concerns about the sustainability of its governance.

The broader implications of Syria’s fragmentation extend far beyond HTS. The
region's dynamics are shaped by the competing interests of Turkey, Israel, the
United States, and NATO, each seeking to leverage the instability to secure
strategic advantages. Turkey aims to counter Kurdish influence near its border,
while Israel has expanded its military operations to secure a buffer zone in
southern Syria. Meanwhile, NATO and the United States remain focused on
countering extremist groups and containing the fallout from Assad’s departure.

This paper explores the interplay between HTS’s evolving role, the interests of
regional powers, and the geopolitical strategies of global actors. It argues that
while the fragmentation of Syria may serve the short-term goals of these
stakeholders, it poses long-term risks of renewed extremism, deepened sectarian
divides, and prolonged humanitarian crises. By analyzing the intersection of
ideology, power politics, and regional ambitions, this study aims to provide a
comprehensive understanding of Syria's complex and uncertain future.

Introduction

The Syrian civil war, which began in 2011 as part of the broader Arab Spring
uprisings, has evolved into one of the most protracted and devastating conflicts in
modern history. Initially sparked by peaceful protests against President Bashar al-
Assad’s authoritarian regime, the conflict quickly escalated into a full-scale civil
war involving multiple factions, extremist groups, and international powers. The



war has left hundreds of thousands dead, displaced millions, and destroyed much
of Syria’s infrastructure, plunging the country into a humanitarian catastrophe.

The recent ousting of Bashar al-Assad marks a pivotal turning point in this conflict.
Assad’s departure has not brought an end to the violence but has instead
intensified the fragmentation of Syria. Various factions now vie for control over
the country's territories, including Hay’at Tahrir al-Sham (HTS), an Islamist group
with a complex and controversial history. HTS, originally founded as Jabhat al-
Nusra, was an al-Qaeda affiliate that adhered to Salafi-jihadist principles. Over
time, the group rebranded itself, severed ties with al-Qaeda, and positioned itself
as a pragmatic actor focused on governing northern Syria. This ideological
evolution has allowed HTS to gain control over Idlib and other territories, but
guestions remain about the sincerity of its moderation and its long-term
objectives.

The current fragmentation of Syria presents a paradoxical scenario. On one hand,
it serves the strategic interests of several regional and global actors. Turkey, for
instance, seeks to suppress Kurdish autonomy near its borders, while Israel aims
to secure its northern frontier and counter Iranian influence. The United States
and NATO, meanwhile, are focused on containing the spread of extremist groups
and ensuring that Syria does not become a breeding ground for transnational
terrorism. However, this fragmentation comes at a steep price: the risk of
renewed extremism, deepened sectarian divides, and prolonged instability.

This paper argues that while the geopolitical fragmentation of Syria may appear
to benefit the short-term objectives of various stakeholders, it ultimately
undermines the prospects for peace and stability. By examining the role of HTS,
the interests of regional powers, and the implications of Syria’s fragmentation,
this study seeks to provide a nuanced understanding of the complex forces
shaping the country’s future. Through this analysis, the paper highlights the
urgent need for a coordinated international approach that prioritizes sustainable
peace over strategic gains.



1. Hay’at Tahrir al-Sham: A Double-Edged Sword

Hay’at Tahrir al-Sham (HTS) has emerged as one of the most prominent actors in
the post-Assad era of the Syrian civil war. While the group claims to have
distanced itself from its extremist roots, its trajectory remains contentious and
fraught with contradictions. HTS represents both a stabilizing and destabilizing
force in Syria, embodying the potential for pragmatic governance while
simultaneously harboring the risk of renewed extremism.

Origins and Ideological Shifts

HTS traces its origins to Jabhat al-Nusra, a group established in 2011 as an affiliate
of al-Qaeda. As a Salafi-jihadist organization, Jabhat al-Nusra shared al-Qaeda's
globalist ambitions, advocating for a transnational Islamic caliphate governed by a
strict interpretation of Sharia law. During the early years of the Syrian civil war,
Jabhat al-Nusra was one of the most effective and well-resourced rebel groups,
gaining significant influence through its military successes and ability to deliver
services to local communities.

In 2016, under the leadership of Abu Mohammad al-Julani, the group rebranded
itself as Jabhat Fateh al-Sham, ostensibly severing ties with al-Qaeda to focus
more narrowly on the Syrian conflict. This was followed by another rebranding in
2017, when the group merged with smaller factions to form Hay’at Tahrir al-
Sham. These moves were widely perceived as attempts to distance the
organization from its jihadist past and gain broader legitimacy within Syria and on
the international stage. While HTS continues to adhere to Islamist principles, it
has sought to present itself as a pragmatic actor capable of governance and
cooperation with external entities.

Governance in Idlib

HTS’s control over Idlib and surrounding areas represents a critical test of its
capacity to transition from a militant group to a governing authority. Through the
Syrian Salvation Government, HTS has implemented administrative structures to
manage local services, including education, healthcare, and judiciary functions.
The group has also introduced measures to regulate trade, maintain security, and
facilitate humanitarian aid distribution.



However, HTS’s governance is far from inclusive. Religious and ethnic minorities in
areas under its control face systemic discrimination, and the enforcement of
Islamic law has led to concerns about the suppression of personal freedoms.
While HTS has avoided some of the more extreme practices associated with other
Salafi-jihadist groups, such as the Islamic State, its policies still reflect a rigid
interpretation of Islam that alienates many Syrians. The group’s efforts to strike a
balance between ideological commitments and pragmatic governance remain
tenuous, creating an atmosphere of uncertainty for the populations under its rule.

Future Prospects

The apparent moderation of HTS raises critical questions about its long-term
trajectory. While the group’s leaders, particularly Abu Mohammad al-Julani, have
made public statements emphasizing tolerance and inclusivity, many observers
view these shifts as tactical rather than ideological. HTS’s history of extremism
and its reliance on militant networks suggest that its current posture could be a
temporary adaptation to changing circumstances.

Several factors could trigger a return to militant behavior. Internal dissent within
HTS could push its leadership to adopt more hardline positions to maintain
cohesion. Similarly, pressure from rival factions or the international community
could lead the group to revert to its roots as a means of asserting its identity and
legitimacy. Moreover, the persistence of sectarian tensions and geopolitical
rivalries in Syria provides fertile ground for extremist narratives to regain traction.

The dual nature of HTS—as both a governing force and a potential source of
renewed extremism—underscores the challenges of dealing with the group.
While its pragmatic shift offers a glimmer of hope for stability in northern Syria,
its underlying ideology and history of violence remain significant obstacles to
lasting peace. Without a concerted effort to address the root causes of extremism
and integrate diverse communities into a unified framework, the risks of HTS
reverting to militant behavior will persist, further destabilizing the region.

2. The Fragmentation of Syria: Drivers and Outcomes

The fall of Bashar al-Assad has left Syria in a state of profound fragmentation,
with internal and external forces vying for control over its territories. This



fragmentation reflects both the diverse power dynamics within Syria and the
strategic calculations of regional and global powers. While this splintering may
align with the short-term interests of some actors, it poses severe challenges to
Syria’s national identity, stability, and prospects for peace.

Internal Fragmentation

The Syrian civil war has splintered the nation into a patchwork of competing
factions, each with its own objectives and loyalties. From the outset, the conflict
fractured along sectarian, ethnic, and political lines, creating deep divisions that
continue to shape the post-Assad landscape.

Factional Divides:

Rebel groups, ranging from secular opposition forces to Islamist factions
like Hay’at Tahrir al-Sham (HTS), control different parts of the country.
Kurdish militias, primarily the Syrian Democratic Forces (SDF), hold
significant territories in the northeast. Meanwhile, remnants of Assad’s
loyalists, tribal groups, and foreign militias further complicate the picture.
The lack of a unified opposition has allowed these groups to pursue
competing agendas, often at the expense of national cohesion.

Impact on National Identity and Stability:

The prolonged conflict and subsequent fragmentation have eroded Syria’s
national identity, with many citizens identifying more strongly with their
sectarian, ethnic, or regional affiliations than with the state. This
disintegration undermines the possibility of reestablishing a centralized
government capable of governing a diverse and fractured society.
Furthermore, the absence of a unified vision for Syria exacerbates
instability, as competing factions struggle for dominance, leaving ordinary
citizens caught in the crossfire.

External Interests in Fragmentation

The fragmentation of Syria is not only an outcome of internal dynamics but also a
reflection of the competing interests of external powers. Regional and global



actors have pursued strategies that often prioritize their own objectives over
Syria’s territorial integrity.

o Turkey’s Focus on Kurdish Containment:
Turkey views the Kurdish militias in Syria, particularly the SDF and its
affiliate, the YPG (People’s Protection Units), as existential threats due to
their links to the PKK (Kurdistan Workers’ Party), a designated terrorist
organization in Turkey. In response, Ankara has conducted multiple military
operations in northern Syria, establishing buffer zones and preventing the
Kurds from consolidating territorial control. While Turkey’s actions aim to
safeguard its borders and weaken Kurdish aspirations for autonomy, they
further complicate Syria’s fragmentation and deepen ethnic tensions.

« Israel’s Territorial Maneuvers in Southern Syria:
Israel has taken an active role in securing its northern frontier, particularly
in the Golan Heights and southern Syria. With the fall of Assad, Israel has
increased its military presence in these areas, citing the need to counter
threats from Hezbollah and Iranian-backed militias. While Israel’s actions
are framed as defensive, they also reflect broader strategic ambitions to
reshape the regional balance of power. Israel’s moves exacerbate Syria’s
territorial disintegration, further isolating the country from a cohesive
recovery.

« U.S. and NATO’s Strategic Goals in the Region:
For the United States and NATO, Syria’s fragmentation aligns with broader
goals of countering extremism and containing Russian and Iranian influence
in the Middle East. U.S. airstrikes and support for certain factions have
focused on eliminating terrorist groups like ISIS and preventing extremist
groups from exploiting the power vacuum. However, these interventions
have not addressed the underlying drivers of instability, and the absence of
a coherent post-Assad strategy risks perpetuating the cycle of
fragmentation and conflict.



Conclusion

The fragmentation of Syria reflects a complex interplay of internal factionalism
and external strategic interests. While regional and global actors may benefit
from a weakened and divided Syria in the short term, the long-term
consequences are dire. The erosion of Syria’s national identity, coupled with the
competing agendas of external powers, ensures that the country remains a
hotspot of instability and conflict. Only a coordinated effort to address the root
causes of division and prioritize the reconstruction of a unified Syrian state can
offer a path toward lasting peace and stability.

3. Regional Power Dynamics

The fall of Assad has reshaped the geopolitical landscape of Syria, with regional
powers recalibrating their strategies to secure their interests. Turkey, Israel, Iran,
and Russia, all deeply involved in the conflict, now face new challenges and
opportunities in the post-Assad era. Their interactions will significantly influence
the trajectory of Syria's future and the broader Middle Eastern region.

Turkey’s Role

Turkey has been one of the most active regional actors in Syria, driven by its
strategic, security, and domestic political interests. The fall of Assad introduces
new dynamics, further intensifying Turkey's involvement.

« Efforts to Control Kurdish Militias and Northern Syria:
The Kurdish question remains Turkey’s primary concern. Kurdish groups,
particularly the Syrian Democratic Forces (SDF) and the YPG, have
consolidated control in northeastern Syria. Ankara views these groups as
extensions of the PKK, a Kurdish militant organization that Turkey considers
a terrorist entity. To counter this perceived threat, Turkey has launched
multiple military operations in northern Syria, establishing de facto control
over border regions and creating "safe zones" to prevent Kurdish territorial
consolidation.
In addition to containing Kurdish influence, Turkey’s actions aim to resettle



millions of Syrian refugees currently in Turkey into these zones, alleviating
domestic pressures. However, this approach has heightened ethnic
tensions, displaced local populations, and drawn international criticism.

Balancing Relations with NATO and Russia:

Turkey’s role in Syria highlights its delicate balancing act between NATO, of
which it is a member, and Russia, a key ally of the Assad regime. While
Ankara has cooperated with Russia on de-escalation agreements and
military coordination in Syria, it has also clashed with Russian-backed
forces, particularly in Idlib. Simultaneously, Turkey’s actions in Syria have
strained its relations with NATO allies, who are uneasy about Ankara’s
rapprochement with Moscow and its military campaigns against Kurdish
forces, some of whom were pivotal in the fight against ISIS.

This balancing act reflects Turkey’s broader ambition to assert itself as a
regional power, independent of both Western and Russian influence,
though it risks overextension and isolation.

Israel’s Strategic Calculations

Israel has taken a proactive approach in the Syrian conflict, driven by its security
concerns and strategic ambitions. The fall of Assad opens both risks and
opportunities for Israel’s regional agenda.

Expansion of Buffer Zones and Military Operations:

Israel has long sought to prevent hostile forces, particularly Iranian-backed
militias and Hezbollah, from gaining a foothold near its borders. With
Assad’s departure, Israel has intensified its efforts to create a buffer zone in
southern Syria, deploying military forces and conducting airstrikes against
suspected Iranian and Hezbollah targets.

Israel’s military strategy also includes preventing the transfer of advanced
weaponry to Hezbollah via Syria, disrupting supply chains, and targeting key
installations. These actions aim to preempt any future threats and establish
Israel as a dominant security actor in the region.

Implications for Regional Security:
While Israel’s actions address immediate security threats, they also



contribute to Syria’s fragmentation and complicate efforts to stabilize the
country. By unilaterally expanding its influence, Israel risks antagonizing
regional actors, particularly Iran, and escalating tensions. However, Israel’s
strategy also sends a clear message of deterrence to its adversaries,
reinforcing its commitment to securing its borders and protecting its
interests.

Iran and Russia

The fall of Assad has disrupted the plans of Iran and Russia, two of Syria’s most
significant allies, forcing them to adapt their long-term strategies.

Iran’s Role Post-Assad:

Iran’s involvement in Syria has been driven by its desire to maintain a
"Shiite crescent" of influence stretching from Tehran to Beirut. Assad was a
critical ally in this strategy, providing a corridor for Iran to support
Hezbollah and project power in the region. With Assad’s departure, Iran
faces a major setback, as it loses a reliable partner and risks a reduced
presence in Syria.

To mitigate this, Iran may double down on its support for militias and
proxies in Syria, further entrenching itself in the conflict. However, this
approach risks increasing tensions with Israel and alienating other regional
players, making it a high-stakes gamble.

Russia’s Calculations:

Russia’s intervention in Syria was a cornerstone of its Middle Eastern
strategy, aimed at preserving Assad’s regime, expanding its military
footprint, and countering Western influence. Assad’s departure represents
a significant loss for Moscow, undermining its position as a guarantor of
stability in Syria.

In response, Russia is likely to shift its focus to maintaining influence
through other means, such as supporting new factions, mediating between
rival groups, and leveraging its military presence in Tartus and Hmeimim.
However, without Assad, Russia’s ability to shape Syria’s future will be
constrained, forcing it to rely on diplomatic maneuvering rather than
military dominance.
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Conclusion

The regional power dynamics in post-Assad Syria highlight the competing agendas
of Turkey, Israel, Iran, and Russia. Each actor seeks to secure its interests in a
fragmented and volatile environment, contributing to a complex web of alliances,
rivalries, and conflicts. While their actions address immediate concerns, they also
exacerbate Syria’s instability, underscoring the need for a coordinated approach
to mitigate the long-term consequences of these competing strategies.

4. The Wolfowitz Doctrine and Middle Eastern Destabilization

The concept of the "Wolfowitz Doctrine" has become a focal point of debate in
understanding U.S. foreign policy in the post-Cold War era, particularly in the
Middle East. Often associated with a strategy of preemptive military action and
regional destabilization, the doctrine has been linked to broader efforts to
reshape the political landscape of the Middle East. Syria’s fragmentation, viewed
through this lens, becomes a piece in a larger geopolitical puzzle aimed at
consolidating U.S. and allied influence while minimizing threats from rival powers.

Theoretical Basis

The "Wolfowitz Doctrine" refers to a set of strategic principles attributed to Paul
Wolfowitz, a key architect of U.S. foreign policy during the late 20th and early
21st centuries. Initially outlined in a draft of the 1992 Defense Planning Guidance,
the doctrine emphasizes the following goals:

« Unipolar Dominance:
Ensuring that the United States remains the world’s preeminent power,
preventing the rise of any rival superpower.

o Preemptive Action:
Advocating for military interventions to neutralize potential threats before
they fully materialize, particularly in regions of strategic importance.
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Regional Restructuring:

Promoting the creation of pro-Western governments in key regions,
especially in the Middle East, to secure energy resources and counter
adversaries such as Russia, China, and Iran.

The doctrine became more explicitly associated with the Middle East after the
9/11 attacks, when it was used to justify the U.S.-led invasion of Iraq in 2003.
Critics have argued that the policy fosters instability by prioritizing regime change
and military dominance over sustainable diplomatic solutions.

Syria in the Framework

The Syrian conflict and its fragmentation align with elements of the purported
Wolfowitz Doctrine, as it represents a destabilized state in a strategically critical
region. Syria’s disintegration into competing factions serves several broader
strategic purposes for the United States and its allies, particularly Israel and
NATO:

Neutralizing Adversaries:

By removing Bashar al-Assad, a key ally of Iran and Russia, Syria’s
fragmentation weakens two of the United States’ principal rivals in the
region. This disruption limits Tehran’s ability to support Hezbollah and
undermines Moscow’s influence in the Eastern Mediterranean.

Promoting Long-Term Destabilization:

A fragmented Syria prevents the consolidation of power by any single actor
hostile to U.S. or Israeli interests. The continued division of the country into
warring factions ensures that it remains politically and economically weak,
reducing its capacity to threaten neighboring states or project influence.

Facilitating Regional Restructuring:

The chaos in Syria enables external actors, such as Turkey and Israel, to
assert control over territories of strategic importance. For example,
Turkey’s operations in northern Syria allow it to suppress Kurdish
autonomy, while Israel’s military actions in southern Syria expand its buffer
zones against Iranian proxies.
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Criticisms and Counterarguments

The idea that the Wolfowitz Doctrine underpins U.S. policy in Syria and the
broader Middle East has generated significant debate. Critics and supporters alike
have questioned the legitimacy, evidence, and implications of such a plan.

e Criticisms:

o

Destabilization at What Cost?

Critics argue that the doctrine’s focus on regime change and
destabilization has led to catastrophic humanitarian consequences,
as seen in Irag, Libya, and now Syria. The human cost of these
policies undermines any claims of moral or strategic justification.

Blowback and Extremism:

The destabilization of the Middle East has often created power
vacuums exploited by extremist groups like ISIS and al-Qaeda. These
outcomes contradict the stated goal of enhancing U.S. security and
have led to prolonged conflicts that drain resources and credibility.

Oversimplified Motivations:

Some argue that attributing U.S. policy to a single doctrine
oversimplifies the complex dynamics at play, which include
bureaucratic inertia, competing interests within the U.S. government,
and shifting geopolitical realities.

o Counterarguments:

o

o

Strategic Necessity:

Proponents of the Wolfowitz Doctrine might argue that preemptive
action and regional destabilization are necessary to maintain U.S.
dominance in a volatile world. They view instability in adversarial
states as preferable to the consolidation of power by hostile regimes.

A Pragmatic Lens:
From a pragmatic standpoint, the policy aims to balance competing
priorities, such as countering terrorism, securing energy resources,
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and protecting allies like Israel, even if it results in short-term
instability.

Conclusion

The Wolfowitz Doctrine, whether explicitly or implicitly guiding U.S. policy,
provides a lens through which to understand Syria’s fragmentation and its
broader implications for the Middle East. While its goals of neutralizing
adversaries and reshaping the region align with certain strategic interests, the
human and geopolitical costs raise profound ethical and practical questions. By
examining Syria’s role within this framework, this analysis underscores the need
for policies that prioritize stability and sustainable development over preemptive
destabilization. The ongoing debate about the doctrine’s influence highlights the
challenges of crafting coherent strategies in a region as complex and volatile as
the Middle East.

5. Religious and Sectarian Implications

The fragmentation of Syria has deepened pre-existing religious and sectarian
tensions, exacerbating violence, persecution, and marginalization of minority
groups. As the power vacuum left by Assad’s departure allows various factions to
assert dominance, the fate of Syria’s diverse religious communities hangs
precariously in the balance. Sunni-Shia relations, as well as the survival of
Christian and Jewish minorities, are particularly impacted, while the rise of
Islamist factions like Hay’at Tahrir al-Sham (HTS) raises concerns about renewed
persecution.

Impact on Sunni and Shia Relations

The Syrian civil war has long been characterized by sectarian tensions, particularly
between the Sunni majority and the Shia-aligned Alawite minority, to which
Bashar al-Assad belongs. The post-Assad era has seen these tensions intensify, as
different factions compete for power and territory.
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Sectarian Violence:

The war has entrenched sectarian animosities, with Sunni Islamist groups
such as HTS targeting Shia communities, including Alawites and Twelver
Shias, as heretics. This violence has included massacres, displacement, and
the destruction of religious sites. Without Assad’s regime to act as a
unifying force for Shia minorities, these groups face heightened risks of
marginalization and physical violence.

Marginalization of Minority Groups:

Shia communities are not the only ones at risk. Other Muslim sects, such as
the Ismailis and Druze, have also faced persecution and displacement. The
fragmentation of Syria has further weakened the social fabric, leaving
minority groups vulnerable to discrimination and exclusion in territories
controlled by Sunni-dominated factions.

Christian and Jewish Communities

Syria’s Christian and Jewish communities, historically small but significant, face
immense challenges in the wake of the country’s disintegration. Their survival
depends on navigating a hostile environment dominated by Islamist factions and
competing militias.

Christian Communities:

Syrian Christians, who once accounted for about 10% of the population,
have been disproportionately affected by the conflict. Churches have been
destroyed, and Christians have faced threats of forced conversion,
abduction, and assassination. Many have fled to neighboring countries or
further abroad, leaving behind a diminished and vulnerable population.

In areas controlled by HTS, Christians face particular risks. While the group
has made efforts to present a more moderate image, its Salafi-jihadist roots
and history of intolerance toward non-Muslims raise doubts about the
sincerity of its commitments to religious pluralism.

Jewish Communities:
Syria’s Jewish population, already tiny before the war, has almost entirely
disappeared. Anti-Semitic rhetoric and policies from both Islamist factions
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and some nationalist groups have made Syria inhospitable for Jews. The
post-Assad power dynamics offer little hope for their return or safety in the
near future.

Broader Religious Dynamics

The rise of HTS and other Islamist factions has broader implications for Syria’s
religious dynamics, particularly regarding the potential for renewed persecution
and the enforcement of strict religious interpretations.

The Role of HTS:

While HTS has sought to distance itself from its extremist roots by claiming
to respect religious minorities, its governance policies still reflect a rigid
interpretation of Islam. Reports of enforced Islamic dress codes, limitations
on Christian practices, and the destruction of Shia shrines suggest that
HTS’s moderation is more pragmatic than ideological.

The possibility of HTS reverting to its Salafi-jihadist roots remains a concern,
particularly if internal pressures or external threats lead the group to adopt
more hardline stances. This would further endanger religious minorities
and deepen sectarian divides.

Renewed Persecution:

The fragmentation of Syria creates fertile ground for extremist ideologies to
thrive. With no centralized authority to enforce legal protections or
promote tolerance, religious minorities are at increased risk of persecution.
The return of militant behavior by groups like HTS could exacerbate these
threats, pushing more Syrians to flee their homes or convert to avoid
violence.

Conclusion

The religious and sectarian implications of Syria’s fragmentation are profound and
far-reaching. Sunni-Shia tensions have been heightened, with Shia and other
Muslim minorities facing increased violence and marginalization. Christian and
Jewish communities are struggling to survive amid widespread displacement and
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hostility. Meanwhile, the rise of HTS and other Islamist factions raises serious
concerns about the future of religious freedom in Syria. Addressing these
dynamics will require concerted efforts to promote tolerance, protect minority
rights, and counter the extremist ideologies that thrive in Syria’s fractured
landscape. Without such measures, the country risks descending further into a
cycle of sectarian violence and persecution.

6. The Role of Extremism in Post-Assad Syria

The power vacuum left by Bashar al-Assad’s departure has created fertile ground
for extremist groups to thrive, posing a significant threat to Syria's stability and
global security. Islamist factions, including Hay’at Tahrir al-Sham (HTS) and others,
now dominate much of the fractured Syrian landscape. While some groups claim
to focus on localized goals, their ideological underpinnings and operational
methods suggest a persistent risk of both intra-factional conflicts and the
proliferation of transnational terrorism.

HTS and Other Islamist Groups

Syria’s post-Assad era has witnessed the intensification of competition and
shifting alliances among extremist factions. These dynamics reflect the
fragmented and volatile nature of Syria’s political landscape, where groups vie for
influence, resources, and territorial control.

o HTS as a Dominant Force:
HTS has emerged as one of the most powerful Islamist factions in Syria.
Having rebranded itself from its al-Qaeda-affiliated origins, the group has
sought to distance itself from transnational jihadist agendas and focus on
consolidating control in northern Syria, particularly Idlib. However, its
Salafi-jihadist roots and history of alliances with other extremist groups
continue to influence its strategies and objectives.

o Competition Among Factions:
HTS’s dominance is not uncontested. Other groups, such as Hurras al-Din (a
hardline al-Qaeda affiliate), remain active in Syria and often challenge HTS’s
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authority. These rivalries can escalate into violent clashes, further
destabilizing regions under Islamist control. Competition for recruits,
funding, and ideological supremacy intensifies these tensions, preventing
the emergence of a unified governance structure.

« Shifting Alliances:
While competition is prevalent, alliances among extremist factions also
occur, often driven by pragmatic considerations. Groups may temporarily
unite against common enemies, such as Kurdish forces, pro-Assad militias,
or international coalitions. These alliances, however, are typically short-
lived, as ideological differences and disputes over power and resources
eventually lead to fragmentation.

Global Implications

The resurgence and persistence of extremist factions in post-Assad Syria pose
significant risks beyond the country’s borders. The chaotic environment and lack
of centralized authority create ideal conditions for these groups to expand their
influence and capabilities, with far-reaching consequences.

« Breeding Grounds for Transnational Terrorism:
Syria’s fractured territories have become sanctuaries for extremist groups
seeking to rebuild and recruit. The porous borders and limited oversight
allow foreign fighters and resources to flow into the country, enabling
these groups to strengthen their operational capacity. The potential for
Syria to serve as a launching pad for international terrorist attacks remains
a critical concern for global security.

« Radicalization and Recruitment:
The prolonged instability and humanitarian crisis in Syria provide extremist
groups with a steady stream of vulnerable individuals to recruit.
Disillusioned youth, displaced families, and marginalized communities are
particularly susceptible to radicalization. Through propaganda and outreach
efforts, these groups aim to build networks that extend beyond Syria,
targeting populations in neighboring countries and beyond.
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« Export of Instability:
The persistence of extremist groups in Syria threatens to destabilize
neighboring states, including Iraq, Lebanon, and Turkey. These countries
face the spillover effects of terrorism, refugee flows, and cross-border
conflicts. Moreover, the presence of extremist factions undermines
international efforts to achieve peace and stability in the Middle East,
complicating diplomatic and military interventions.

« Erosion of Counterterrorism Gains:
The rise of ISIS and its subsequent defeat highlighted the global threat
posed by Syrian-based extremist groups. However, the resurgence of
factions like HTS risks undoing the progress made in counterterrorism
efforts. If these groups gain strength, they could reintroduce a level of
coordination and capability similar to that of ISIS at its peak, posing a
renewed challenge to international security.

Conclusion

Extremism remains a central feature of Syria’s post-Assad landscape, driven by
the competition and shifting alliances among Islamist factions like HTS. The
persistence of these groups has profound implications for both Syria and the
international community. The risk of Syrian territories becoming breeding
grounds for transnational terrorism underscores the urgency of coordinated
efforts to address this threat. Without a comprehensive strategy to counter
radicalization, dismantle extremist networks, and stabilize Syria, the country is
likely to remain a hub for extremist activity with far-reaching consequences for
global peace and security.

7. The Future of Syria: A Fragmented State

The fall of Bashar al-Assad has left Syria in a state of profound fragmentation,
with competing factions, regional players, and international powers pursuing
conflicting agendas. The resulting division of territories and influence underscores
the challenges of restoring national unity, while continued instability exacerbates
humanitarian and security crises for Syrian civilians. This section examines the
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optimal scenarios for international actors, the difficulties in achieving
reintegration, and the human cost of a fractured Syria.

Optimal Scenarios for International Actors

The fragmentation of Syria aligns with the strategic objectives of several regional
and global powers, each of whom views the fractured state as an opportunity to
secure territorial, political, or security advantages.

o Territorial Gains by Turkey, Israel, and Other Players:

o

Turkey:

Turkey’s primary focus remains the containment of Kurdish militias
along its southern border. By establishing buffer zones in northern
Syria through military operations, Ankara seeks to prevent Kurdish
autonomy and create areas for resettling Syrian refugees currently in
Turkey. These territorial gains solidify Turkey’s influence in northern
Syria and reduce domestic political pressures.

Israel:

Israel has capitalized on the instability in southern Syria to expand its
strategic buffer zones, particularly in the Golan Heights. This ensures
that Iranian-backed militias and Hezbollah are kept at bay, while also
providing Israel with leverage in any future negotiations over Syria’s
territorial integrity.

Other Players:

Iran, Russia, and even non-state actors like Kurdish forces and
Islamist groups have their own territorial ambitions, further
complicating Syria’s fragmentation. These gains, while beneficial to
the respective actors, perpetuate the division of Syria into zones of
influence.

« Containment Strategies for Extremism:
For the United States and NATO, a fragmented Syria provides opportunities
to isolate and contain extremist groups like Hay’at Tahrir al-Sham (HTS) and
Hurras al-Din. By supporting localized counterterrorism efforts and
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strengthening allied factions, these actors aim to prevent Syria from
becoming a global hub for terrorism. However, this strategy often
prioritizes short-term containment over long-term stability, leaving the root
causes of extremism unaddressed.

Challenges to National Unity

Syria’s fragmentation presents significant obstacles to reestablishing national
unity, as the deep divisions among its factions and communities make
reintegration a remote prospect in the near term.

Competing Factions:

The proliferation of rival factions, each with its own vision for Syria’s future,
makes the formation of a cohesive government exceedingly difficult.
Islamist groups like HTS, Kurdish forces, and remnants of Assad’s loyalists
are unlikely to compromise on their core agendas, leading to continued
power struggles and territorial disputes.

Sectarian and Ethnic Divides:

The war has entrenched sectarian and ethnic divides, with Sunnis, Shias,
Kurds, and other groups often viewing one another with suspicion or
hostility. These divides are exacerbated by the atrocities committed during
the conflict, making reconciliation and unity daunting challenges.

Lack of a Central Authority:

The absence of a strong central government to mediate disputes and
provide governance further entrenches fragmentation. Local warlords,
tribal leaders, and foreign-backed militias wield significant power, often
prioritizing their own interests over national unity.

Humanitarian and Security Concerns

The continued fragmentation of Syria has devastating consequences for its civilian
population, with millions suffering from the compounded effects of war,
displacement, and instability.
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« Displacement and Refugee Crises:
Syria’s civil war has already displaced over half of its population, with
millions seeking refuge in neighboring countries or becoming internally
displaced. The lack of a unified government and ongoing conflicts in
fragmented regions hinder the return of refugees and exacerbate the
humanitarian crisis.

« Poverty and Infrastructure Collapse:
Decades of war have decimated Syria’s infrastructure, leaving its
healthcare, education, and public services in ruins. Civilians face chronic
shortages of food, clean water, and medical supplies, with international aid
often struggling to reach areas controlled by various factions.

« Security Risks for Civilians:
The power struggles among factions expose civilians to constant violence,
including airstrikes, shelling, and targeted attacks. Extremist groups often
exploit the chaos to impose their rule, subjecting populations to harsh laws
and human rights abuses.

« Generational Impact:
The prolonged conflict and instability have created a generation of Syrians
who have known nothing but war and displacement. This has long-term
implications for the country’s social fabric, economic recovery, and
prospects for peace.

Conclusion

The future of Syria as a fragmented state reflects the competing interests of
internal factions and external powers. While this fragmentation offers strategic
opportunities for actors like Turkey and Israel, it deepens the divisions within
Syria and makes national reintegration unlikely in the near term. For Syrian
civilians, the consequences of ongoing instability are devastating, with millions
enduring displacement, poverty, and insecurity. Addressing these challenges will
require a concerted international effort that prioritizes the humanitarian needs of
Syrians and fosters conditions for sustainable peace, rather than perpetuating the
divisions that currently define the country.
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Conclusion

The ongoing fragmentation of Syria represents the culmination of complex
geopolitical and ideological forces that have shaped the region over more than a
decade of conflict. The fall of Bashar al-Assad has not resolved the underlying
tensions but has instead intensified power struggles among internal factions and
external actors. Groups like Hay’at Tahrir al-Sham (HTS) have sought to
consolidate power through a precarious blend of governance and extremism,
while regional and global powers—including Turkey, Israel, Iran, Russia, and the
United States—have pursued their strategic interests, often at the expense of
Syria’s unity and stability.

At the heart of the crisis lies a paradox: while fragmentation may serve the short-
term goals of various actors, such as territorial gains, security buffers, or
containment of rivals, it risks perpetuating instability, sectarian violence, and
humanitarian suffering. The disintegration of Syria into warring territories
dominated by competing ideologies has far-reaching implications, including the
potential resurgence of extremism, the erosion of national identity, and the
destabilization of the broader Middle East.

The Risks of Short-Term Gains

The pursuit of immediate strategic objectives has often overshadowed the need
for long-term stability in Syria. Regional powers have prioritized territorial
expansions, such as Turkey’s buffer zones and Israel’s military footholds, while
global actors have focused on containing threats like ISIS and HTS. These
strategies, while addressing immediate security concerns, fail to address the root
causes of the conflict, such as sectarian divides, economic collapse, and the lack
of a central government.

The risks of this short-sighted approach are profound:

o Extremism and Terrorism: Fragmented regions provide a haven for
extremist groups to regroup and expand, posing a transnational threat.

o Enduring Humanitarian Crisis: The continued displacement of millions of
Syrians, coupled with the destruction of infrastructure, creates a long-term
humanitarian disaster that destabilizes the region.
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Regional Instability: Spillover effects from the Syrian conflict threaten
neighboring states, exacerbating tensions and conflicts across the Middle
East.

Lost Opportunity for Reconciliation: The deeper the divides become, the
harder it will be to foster national unity and reconciliation in Syria.

Recommendations for Sustainable Peace

To mitigate the risks of prolonged instability, international actors must prioritize
policies that focus on long-term peace and recovery over short-term gains. The
following recommendations outline key steps toward achieving sustainable
solutions:

1. Promote Inclusive Governance:

Support efforts to create a representative and inclusive political framework
that accommodates Syria’s diverse sectarian and ethnic groups. External
powers must encourage dialogue and compromise among competing
factions rather than exploiting divisions for their own benefit.

. Strengthen Humanitarian Aid and Infrastructure Recovery:

Increase international aid to address immediate humanitarian needs,
including food, shelter, and healthcare, while investing in rebuilding Syria’s
infrastructure. A focus on restoring essential services can help create
conditions for stability and eventual reintegration.

. Counter Extremism through Development and Education:

Address the root causes of extremism by investing in education, economic
opportunities, and community development. Empowering local populations
can weaken the appeal of extremist ideologies and provide a foundation for
long-term peace.

Encourage Regional Cooperation:

Facilitate dialogue among regional powers, such as Turkey, Israel, and Iran,
to address shared security concerns and reduce competition over Syrian
territories. Collaborative approaches can help manage tensions and foster
stability.
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5. Commit to International Mediation:
Global actors, including the United Nations, must take a proactive role in
mediating disputes and supporting peacebuilding efforts in Syria. A neutral
and coordinated approach is essential to bridging the gaps between
conflicting parties.

6. Prioritize Refugee Returns and Integration:
Create conditions for the safe and voluntary return of refugees, supported
by international agreements and funding. Reintegration programs must
address the needs of displaced populations while fostering social cohesion.

Final Thoughts

The future of Syria remains uncertain, shaped by the interplay of ideology,
geopolitics, and the resilience of its people. While the challenges are immense, a
shift toward prioritizing sustainable peace over strategic opportunism offers the
only viable path to a stable and unified Syria. International actors have a moral
and strategic imperative to focus on long-term solutions that address the root
causes of fragmentation, foster inclusivity, and alleviate the suffering of millions.
Without such efforts, Syria risks remaining a fragmented state, a breeding ground
for extremism, and a cautionary tale of the costs of neglecting the pursuit of
peace.

25



References

1.

Mabher, Shiraz. Salafi-Jihadism: The History of an Idea. C. Hurst & Co., 2016.

This book provides an in-depth analysis of the origins and evolution of
Salafi-jihadist ideology, tracing its development from medieval Islamic
thought to contemporary movements.

Wikipedia

2.

McCants, William. "The Believer: How Abu Bakr al-Baghdadi Became
Leader of the Islamic State." Brookings Institution, September 1, 2015.
This article examines the rise of Abu Bakr al-Baghdadi and the ideological
foundations of the Islamic State, offering insights into the group's Salafi-
jihadist roots.

Brookings Institution

3.

Lister, Charles. "The Syrian Jihad: Al-Qaeda, the Islamic State and the
Evolution of an Insurgency." Oxford University Press, 2015.

Lister's work provides a comprehensive overview of jihadist movements in
Syria, detailing the interplay between various factions and their impact on
the conflict.

"Developing a Containment Strategy in Syria." Center for Strategic and
International Studies, May 2017.

This report outlines strategies for containing the Syrian conflict and
mitigating its regional spillover effects, emphasizing the importance of
coordinated international efforts.

"Iran’s Evolving Strategy in Eastern Syria." The Washington Institute for
Near East Policy, July 31, 2024.

This analysis explores Iran's strategic objectives in eastern Syria,
highlighting its military and political maneuvers in the post-Assad era.

Washington Institute

26


https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Salafi-Jihadism%3A_The_History_of_an_Idea?utm_source=chatgpt.com
https://www.brookings.edu/wp-content/uploads/2016/06/The-ideology-of-the-Islamic-State.pdf?utm_source=chatgpt.com
https://www.csis.org/analysis/developing-containment-strategy-syria?utm_source=chatgpt.com
https://www.washingtoninstitute.org/policy-analysis/irans-evolving-strategy-eastern-syria?utm_source=chatgpt.com

6. "Assad's Downfall Marks a New Realignment in the Middle East." The
Wall Street Journal, December 8, 2024.
This article discusses the regional implications of Assad's ousting, focusing
on the shifting alliances and power dynamics in the Middle East.

The Wall Street Journal

7. "Can Assad Hang On? Shifting Alliances Will Decide Syria's Fate." The
Times, December 8, 2024.
This piece examines the fragile alliances influencing the Syrian conflict and
assesses the prospects for Assad's regime amid evolving regional dynamics.

The Times

8. "What's Next for War-Weary Syrians?" The Australian, December 9, 2024.
This article provides an overview of the humanitarian situation in Syria
following recent political changes, highlighting the challenges faced by
civilians in a fragmented state.

The Australian

9. "As Israel Advances on a Syrian Buffer Zone, It Sees Peril and
Opportunity." ABC News, December 9, 2024.
This report analyzes Israel's strategic considerations in establishing a buffer
zone in southern Syria amid the country's ongoing instability.

ABC News

10."Alone Against a Renewed Insurgency, Assad May Face the End of His
Rule Without His Strongest Allies." Associated Press, December 7, 2024.
This article explores the challenges faced by Assad's regime in confronting a
resurgent insurgency amid waning support from traditional allies.

Associated Press

These sources provide a comprehensive foundation for understanding the
complex interplay of ideological, geopolitical, and humanitarian factors shaping
Syria's current landscape.

27


https://www.wsj.com/world/middle-east/assads-downfall-marks-a-new-realignment-in-the-middle-east-ed9cb441?utm_source=chatgpt.com
https://www.thetimes.co.uk/article/can-assad-hang-on-shifting-alliances-will-decide-syrias-fate-wtr8bpfjl?utm_source=chatgpt.com
https://www.theaustralian.com.au/world/whats-next-for-warweary-syrians/news-story/fc4fa27e427a39bbb7b8c98abc67cf62?utm_source=chatgpt.com
https://abcnews.go.com/International/wireStory/israel-advances-syrian-buffer-zone-sees-peril-opportunity-116607243?utm_source=chatgpt.com
https://apnews.com/article/55921ce70395892d2955eb1654e5a8c1?utm_source=chatgpt.com

Al

}‘u
»

28



