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Just over a decade ago, Assad’s 
government remained in power 
largely because of support from 
Iran and Russia, but also because 
of the involvement — to a lesser 
extent — of neighbouring Iraq 
and Hezbollah (Lebanon). Assad 
did not have the stomach for the 
contest. He became president 
in 2000 after the death of his 
father, Hafez al-Assad, who took 
office through a military coup 
in 1971. Bashar al-Assad had a 
privileged upbringing and stud-
ied to be an ophthalmologist in 
the United Kingdom. When the 
rebel armies neared Damascus 
in December of this year, Assad 
fled to Moscow with his family, 
claiming that he wanted to retire 
from politics and resume his ca-
reer as an ophthalmologist. He 
did not make a statement to his 
people telling them to be brave 
or that his forces would fight an-
other day. There were no com-
forting words. He left quietly in 
the same way he appeared, his 
country abandoned. A few days 
later, on Telegram, al-Assad re-
leased a text but was timid.
After being defeated by Syri-
an, Iranian, and Russian forces 
in 2014, the Syrian rebels re-
grouped in the city of Idlib, not 
far from Turkey’s border with 
Syria. That is where the main 
opposition force broke with 
Al-Qaeda in 2016, took over the 
local councils, and shaped itself 
as the only leader of the anti-As-
sad campaign. This group, Hayat 
Tahrir al-Sham (Organisation for the 
Liberation of the Levant, or HTS), is now 
in charge in Damascus.
Originating directly from Al-Qae-
da in Iraq, HTS has not been able 
to shed those roots and remains 
a deeply sectarian body with 
ambitions to eventually turn 
Syria into a caliphate. Since his 
time in Iraq and northern Syr-
ia, HTS leader Abu Mohammad 
al-Jolani developed a reputation 

of great brutality toward a large 
number of minority groups in 
Syria (specifically Alawites, Armenians, 
Kurds, and Shias), who he regarded 
as apostates. Al-Jolani is well 
aware of his reputation, but he 
has remarkably altered the way 
he presents himself. He has shed 
the trappings of his Al-Qaeda 
days, trimmed his beard, been 
dressing in a nondescript khaki 
uniform — and now a suit and a 
tie— and learned to talk to the 
media in measured tones. In an 
exclusive interview with CNN 
released just as his forces took 
Damascus, al-Jolani recalled past 
murderous acts committed in his 
name merely as youthful indis-
cretions. It was as if he had been 
trained by a public relations 
company. No longer the Al-Qaeda 
madman, al-Jolani is now being 
presented as a Syrian democrat.
On December 12, I spoke to two 
friends from minority commu-
nities in different parts of Syr-
ia. Both said that they fear for 
their lives. They understand that 
though there will be a period of 
jubilation and calm, they will 
eventually face severe attacks 
and have already begun hearing 
reports of small-scale attacks 
against Alawites and Shia fam-
ilies in their network. Another 
friend reminded me that there 
was calm in Iraq after the fall of 
Saddam Hussein’s government 
in 2003; several weeks later, the 
insurgency began. Could such 
an insurgency of former govern-
ment forces take place in Syr-
ia after they have recomposed 
from their state’s hasty fall? It 
is impossible to know what the 
social fabric of the new Syria 
will be like given the character 
of the people who have taken 
power. This will be especially 
true if even a fraction of those 
seven million Syrians who were 
displaced during the war re-
turn home and seek revenge for 

what they will surely see as the 
mistreatment that forced them 
overseas. No war of this kind 
ends with peace. There are many 
scores yet to settle.
Without detracting attention 
from the Syrian people and their 
well-being, we must also under-
stand what this change of gov-
ernment means for the region 
and the world. Let us take the 
implications sequentially, start-
ing with Israel and ending with 
the Sahel region in Africa.
1. Israel. Taking advantage of the 
decade-long war in Syria, Israel 
has bombed Syrian military bas-
es on a regular basis to degrade 
both the Syrian Arab Army (SAA) 
and its allies (notably, Iran and Hez-
bollah). Over the past year, during 
its escalation of the genocide 
against Palestinians, Israel has 
also increased its bombing of 
any military facility it believes is 
being used to resupply Iran and 
Hezbollah. Israel then invaded 
Lebanon to weaken Hezbollah by 
assassinating Hezbollah’s long-
time leader, Sayyed Hassan Nas-
rallah, and by invading southern 
Lebanon, where Hezbollah was 
rooted. As if coordinated, Israel 
provided air support to HTS as it 
moved out of Idlib, bombing Syr-
ian military facilities and army 
posts to demoralise the SAA. 
When HTS took Damascus, Isra-
el strengthened its Division 210 
in the Occupied Golan Heights 
(seized in 1973) and then invaded 
the United Nations buffer zone 
(set up in 1974). Israeli tanks pro-
ceeded outside the buffer zone 
and came very close to Damas-
cus. HTS did not contest this oc-
cupation of Syria at any point.
2. Turkey. The Turkish govern-
ment provided military and 
political support to the 2011 
rebellion from its inception and 
hosted the exiled Syrian Mus-
lim Brotherhood government 
in Istanbul. In 2020, when the 

SAA moved against the rebels 
in Idlib, Turkey invaded Syria to 
force an agreement that the city 
would not be harmed. Turkey 
also enabled the military train-
ing of most of the fighters who 
proceeded down highway M5 
to Damascus and provided mil-
itary equipment to the armies 
to battle the Kurds in the north 
and the SAA in the south. It was 
through Turkey that various 
Central Asian Islamists joined 
the HTS fight, including Uyghurs 
from China. When Turkey invad-
ed Syria twice over the past de-
cade, it held Syrian territory that 
it claimed was its historical land. 
This territory will not return to 
Syria under the HTS government.
3. Lebanon and Iraq. After the 
fall of Saddam Hussein’s gov-
ernment in 2003, Iran built a 
land bridge to supply its allies 
in both Lebanon (Hezbollah) and 
Syria. With the change of gov-
ernment in Syria, resupplying 
Hezbollah will become difficult. 
Both Lebanon and Iraq will now 
border a country ruled by a for-
mer Al-Qaeda affiliate. While it is 
not immediately clear what this 
means for the region, it is likely 
that there will be an emboldened 
Al-Qaeda presence that wants to 
undermine the role of the Shia in 
these countries.
4. Palestine. The implications for 
the genocide in Palestine and for 
the struggle for Palestinian lib-
eration are extraordinary. Given 
Israel’s role in undermining As-
sad’s military on behalf of HTS, 
it is unlikely that al-Jolani will 
contest Israel’s occupation of 
Palestine or allow Iran to resup-
ply Hezbollah or Hamas. Despite 
his name, which comes from the 
Golan, it is inconceivable that 
al-Jolani will fight to regain the 
Golan Heights for Syria. Israel’s 
‘buffers’ in Lebanon and Syria 
add to the regional complacen-
cy with its actions achieved by 

events such as its peace trea-
ties with Egypt (1979) and Jordan 
(1994). No neighbour of Israel will 
pose a threat to it at this time. 
The Palestinian struggle is al-
ready experiencing great isola-
tion from these developments. 
Resistance will continue, but 
there will be no neighbour to 
provide access to the means for 
resistance.
5. The Sahel. Since the United 
States and Israel are basically 
one country when it comes to 
geopolitics, Israel’s victory is a 
victory for the United States. The 
change of government in Syr-
ia has not only weakened Iran 
in the short term but has also 
weakened Russia (a long-term strate-
gic goal of the United States), which pre-
viously used Syrian airports to 
refuel its supply planes en route 
to various African countries. It is 
no longer possible for Russia to 
use these bases, and it remains 
unclear where Russian military 
aircraft will be able to refuel for 
journeys into the region, notably 
to countries in the Sahel. This 
will provide the United States 
with an opportunity to push the 
countries that border the Sahel, 
such as Nigeria and Benin, to 
launch operations against the 
governments of Burkina Faso, 
Mali, and Niger. This will require 
a close watch.
In July 1958, several poets organ-
ised a festival in Akka (occupied Pal-
estine ’48). One of the participating 
poets, David Semah, wrote ‘Akhi 
Tawfiq’ (My Brother Tawfiq), dedicat-
ed to the Palestinian communist 
poet Tawfiq Zayyad who was 
in an Israeli prison at the time 
of the festival. Semah’s poem 
grounds us in the sensibility that 
is so sorely needed in our times:
If they sow skulls in its dirt
Our harvest will be hope and light.
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its actions, in many cases, have 
undermined the very objectives 
it claims to champion.
For the original members of the 
Muslim Brotherhood, those who 
genuinely aspire to liberate Al-
Quds (Jerusalem) and resist occupa-
tion, this is a critical moment of 
reckoning. They must rise above 
complacency and inaction, chal-
lenging the strategic errors of 
their leadership. Failure to do so 
will not only erode their credi-
bility but also implicate them in 

advancing the Zionist agenda.
The trajectory of the Muslim 
Brotherhood has profound im-
plications for the broader West 
Asia. By weakening key states 
like Syria and Egypt, the Broth-
erhood has inadvertently con-
tributed to creating a regional 
landscape characterized by 
fragmentation and conflict. This 
environment not only benefits 
the Zionist regime but also per-
petuates cycles of instability that 
undermine the region’s ability to 

resist external domination.
The liberation of Al-Quds (Jerusa-
lem), a cause that resonates deep-
ly throughout the Islamic world, 
cannot be achieved through alli-
ances and policies that weaken 
the foundational structures of the 
region. The Muslim Brotherhood 
must recognize that its current 
path is unsustainable. A return 
to its original principles, coupled 
with strategic recalibration, is 
imperative.
The Muslim Brotherhood stands 

at a crossroads. It can either con-
tinue on its current path, marked 
by strategic missteps and ideo-
logical drift, or embark on a pro-
found process of introspection 
and reform. This process must 
begin with an honest assessment 
of its role in either advancing or 
hindering the cause of resistance.
The genuine members of the 
Muslim Brotherhood must re-
claim the movement’s original vi-
sion and unite against their lead-
ership’s complicity in adopting 

policies that serve external agen-
das. They must prioritize the lib-
eration of Al-Quds (Jerusalem) not 
merely as a rhetorical goal but as 
a tangible objective that requires 
strategic clarity and unity.
The stakes have never been 
higher. The Zionist regime’s am-
bitions extend beyond Palestine 
to encompass the fragmentation 
and subjugation of the entire re-
gion. The actions of the Muslim 
Brotherhood, whether inten-
tional or unintentional, have so 

far played a role in advancing 
this agenda. Now is the time for 
decisive action. Failure to act will 
not only tarnish the legacy of the 
Muslim Brotherhood but also ac-
celerate the realization of the Zi-
onist regime’s expansionist goals.
The future demands courage, 
clarity, and steadfast commit-
ment to the principles of justice 
and resistance. For the Muslim 
Brotherhood and the region as a 
whole, the choice is clear: recali-
bration or collapse.

From right to left, the illustration portrays Turkish President Recep Tayyip Erdogan, HTS leader Abu Mohammad al-Jolani, Russian President Vladimir Putin, and Israeli 
Prime Minister Benjamin Netanyahu.
  CRADLE

One of the most stunning events of the past few 
months has been the fall of Damascus. This fall 
had initially been expected over a decade ago 
when rebel armies funded by Qatar, Turkey, Sau-
di Arabia, and the United States crowded around 
the edges of Syria and threatened then-president 

Bashar al-Assad’s government. These armies, backed by rich and powerful countries, 
were comprised of a range of actors, including:
1. swaths of people who were angered by the economic distress caused by the opening 
up of the economy and the subsequent devastation of small manufacturing business-
es, which were suffering in the face of the emerging might of Turkish manufacturing;
2. the peasantry in the north, frustrated by the government’s lack of a proper response 
to the long drought that forced them into the northern cities of Aleppo and Idlib;
3. sectors of the secular petty bourgeoisie discontent with the failure of the Damascus 
Spring of 2000–01, which had initially promised political reforms stemming from the 
muntadayāt (forum discussions) held across the country;
4. a deeply aggrieved Syrian Muslim Brotherhood, formed out of the pious petty bour-
geoisie, which had been crushed in 1982 and re-emerged after being inspired by the 
role the Brotherhood played in the 2010–11 protests in Tunisia and Egypt;
5. eager Islamist forces that had been trained by Al-Qaeda in Iraq and wanted to fly 
the black flag of jihadism from the highest parapets in Damascus.
Despite the failure of these factions of the Syrian opposition in 2011, it was many of 
these same forces that succeeded in overthrowing Assad’s government on December 
7, 2024.


