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Abstract

This article seeks to explain how Hay’at Tahrir al-Sham (HTS), al-Qa‘ida’s former affiliate in Syria, adopted an 
increasingly locally-focused strategy. Drawing on the social movement literature, HTS’s trajectory is conceptualized 
as a process of “downward scale shift. This article sets out a series of mechanisms that give rise to this process. In 
doing so, it serves to illustrate that while ideology is a key element in shaping militant groups’ political behavior, 
insofar as it informs their strategies and their definition of enemies, militants’ choices are also influenced by their 
interaction with other actors and the environment, and their own understanding of emerging opportunities and 
threats.
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Introduction: The Political Preferences of Jihadi Groups

The decision to “go global” is not a default choice for jihadists.[1] Transnational political violence is not “born 
as such”[2] and scaling up attacks, geographically speaking, is not a “natural” and unavoidable outcome, but 
rather is the result of a process marked by political agency,[3] involving militants’ interactions with other actors 
and the environment.[4]

Jihadists’ debates on whether priority should be assigned to the near or the far enemy (al-‘aduw al-qarib and 
al-‘aduw al-ba‘id, respectively) [5] date back to the 1970s–1980s. The distinction was introduced by ‘Abd al-
Salam al-Faraj, a key figure from the Egyptian militant group al-Jihad. In his influential treatise al-jihad al-
farida al-gha’iba (“Jihad: The Neglected Duty”), he advocated prioritizing the near over the far enemy [6] - with 
the latter at the time signifying Israel rather than the United States or other Western countries. Such views 
broadly reflected the orientation of the wider militant Islamist panoply active in those years. During the mid-
to-late 1990s,[7] a small segment of the global jihadi community, spearheaded by al-Qa‘ida’s Osama bin Laden 
and Tanzim al-Jihad’s Ayman al-Zawahiri, would alter the traditional enemy hierarchy, as well as the very 
meaning of “far enemy”. They deemed it necessary to strike the United States first, so that governments in the 
MENA region - regarded by jihadists as puppets of Western countries - would fall,[8] thereby giving rise to a 
greater emphasis on international targeting. Nonetheless, this move was met with criticism and opposition not 
only within the broader jihadi landscape, but even within the al-Qa‘ida group itself: for strategic reasons, for 
doctrinal reasons, and because the Taliban leadership hosting al-Qa‘ida in Afghanistan did not approve of such 
attacks and the resulting media exposure.[9] Within the jihadi community, debates persisted on which strategy 
should be pursued.[10] In particular, since the 2000s, we have witnessed a process of ideological hybridization 
within the jihadi landscape.[11] Groups have increasingly resorted to mixed, “glocal” strategies, combining 
local emphasis and international ambitions - blurring even further the theoretical and fuzzy distinction 
between the near and the far enemy. 

So why do jihadi groups embrace local and/or global-focused strategies? And specifically, why may a particular 
jihadi group opt for an increasingly locally-focused strategy? Literature on the target selection of terrorist 
groups has often emphasized how ideology affects the choices of such organizations. As Drake argues, ideology 
is what shapes their worldview and value system, allowing them to discriminate between their in-group and 
out-group, i.e. friends and enemies, and to identify what/who constitutes a legitimate target. Ideology, then, 
informs the group’s strategy, which in turn aims to achieve its political objectives. Nonetheless, ideology alone 
is not sufficient to explain militant groups’ choices.[12] Groups subscribing to the same ideological family 
may opt for different choices in targeting. Within the left-wing ideological family in Italy, for example, the Red 
Brigades tended to target factories or political figures more frequently than the other smaller groups such as 
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Nuclei Armati Proletari or Reparti Comunisti d’Attacco, who had a far more limited geographic and functional 
scope – largely a reflection of the potential constituencies the groups were seeking to address.[13] With regards 
to right-wing political violence, groups operating in Italy, especially during the “Years of Lead”, differed from 
like-minded groups in other Western countries in their targeting choices, with the former tending to target 
leftist actors rather than members of ethnic minorities.[14] Similarly, within the jihadi ideological family, IS’ 
emphasis on sectarian targeting, prioritizing attacks against Shi‘a Muslims, stands in contrast to al-Qa‘ida,[15] 
as has the decision of IS to strike against Iran. For a fuller explanation we therefore must look beyond doctrine 
and permanent values, to also consider opportunistic dynamics and operational conditions.[16] Indeed, target 
selection “can best be regarded as a process by which the terrorist’s freedom of action is narrowed down by the 
influence of various factors”[17]: the group’s need to retain support and avoid alienating its base; its capabilities; 
and the security environment in which it operates.[18] 

This article attempts to explain how Hay’at Tahrir al-Sham (HTS) adopted an increasingly locally-focused 
strategy over time. HTS is worthy of attention in light of its peculiar trajectory within the jihadi landscape. 
While its genesis was rooted in al-Qa‘ida, it subsequently relinquished its allegiance to the latter, progressively 
bringing about what seems a “third paradigm” of jihadism. The origins of the group can be traced back to July–
August 2011. At that time, the Military Council of the Islamic State in Iraq (ISI) decided to dispatch a group of 
militants to Syria, to form a local branch: Jabhat al-Nusra li Ahl al-Sham (JAN), the “predecessor” of HTS. The 
establishment of JAN was formally announced in a video released in January 2012.[19]

It is important to recognize that JAN’s formation and evolution happened at a time when al-Qa‘ida itself 
was leaning towards a more local-oriented strategy.[20] From the second half of the 2000s, in the wake of its 
setbacks in Iraq, it had started to recast its strategic thinking towards a more “population-centric” direction. 
The Arab Spring and the political environment that emerged from the revolts fed into this process [21] as 
they highlighted the need for militants to embed themselves within their local socio-political context,[22] and 
emphasized aspects such as the provision of services to the population and territorial governance. However, 
al-Qa‘ida strategic refocusing, taken alone, does not fully explain the trajectory of HTS. In fact, other jihadi 
groups made different strategic choices. IS, for example, at some point accomplished an upward scale shift 
orchestrating attacks in far-away areas, while maintaining a “glocal identity”. Al-Qa‘ida’s affiliate in Yemen 
(al-Qa‘ida in the Arabian Peninsula, AQAP), while embracing localism, has also not completely foregone its 
transnational ambitions, and claimed an attack on a naval base in Pensacola, US - perpetrated as recently as 
December 2019. HTS, on the other hand, has gradually adopted a strategy with a more explicitly local focus. 
This can be seen in the evolution of its rhetoric and behavior towards other actors over time. For instance, in 
its first video released in January 2012, while emphasizing the fight against the Assad regime, JAN did not shy 
away from calling out the US and Western countries, as well as Turkey and the Arab League - deemed “patrons” 
of the taghut (tyrant, i.e. the (Syrian) regime).[23] This stands in contrast with the discourse that HTS has 
embraced in more recent years,[24] as well as its present-day engagement with Turkey. This article examines 
why HTS followed this particular trajectory.

The analysis draws together research on political violence and social movement studies -adopting a relational 
and dynamic approach. I contend that such an approach is appropriate as jihadi movements are often multi-
dimensional actors, rather than mere terrorist groups.[25] Drawing on social movement studies, I understand 
HTS’s adoption of an increasingly locally-focused strategy to constitute a form of “downward scale shift”. This 
article aims to identify relevant mechanisms that can explain how this process unfolded in the case of HTS. 
In doing so, the article seeks to both provide an empirical case study, and generate insight about an under-
researched but potentially valuable concept within the study of social movements and political violence. The 
case study of HTS is analyzed through the method of process tracing. The analysis draws on both secondary 
literature and primary sources, i.e. documents and statements retrieved from the Internet and social media, 
especially Telegram and Aaron Y. Zelin’s portal “Jihadology”. 
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Scale Shift

Scale shift is a process that leads contentious action to “a higher or a lower level than its initiation” - respectively, 
an upward or downward scale shift.[26] Within social movement studies, describing scale shift as a process 
means understanding it as a sequence of mechanisms, where “mechanisms” are understood as a “delimited 
class of events that alter relations among specified sets of elements in identical or closely similar ways over a 
variety of situations”, and “processes” are understood as sequences of mechanisms.[27] As a minimum it entails 
a target shift on the part of contentious actors, but it goes beyond that, also generating “new alliances […] and 
changes in the foci of claims and perhaps even new identities”.[28] Indeed, targets shifts are often accompanied 
by other dynamics, encompassing, for instance, changes in the discourse of contentious actors.

The process of upward scale shift has received some scholarly attention, giving rise to descriptive models that 
identify its recurring mechanisms. For instance, in the model proposed by Tarrow (2005, cf. Figure below), 
upward scale shift is understood as a process made up of at least five mechanisms:

1. coordination, implying the collaboration of contentious actors in diverse geographical areas;

2. brokerage, i.e. the connection of two previously unrelated actors through a third party, an intermediary;

3. theorization, enabling the “abstraction of a core causal idea from a particular reality into a general 
frame that can be applied to other realities”;

4. a shift in the claims advocated by contentious actors, and a shift in object(s) (i.e. targets);

5. finally, in some cases, also a shift in the identity of such actors.[29]

One example Tarrow provides of this model in action is al-Qa‘ida’s global direction during the 1990s. Here, he 
draws particular attention to the role of the Afghan conflict, as it allowed the brokerage of a range of militants 
from across the globe, and the effect of repression and selective cooptation on the part of various regimes, 
leading militants to embrace broader claims (with an object and claim shift).[30]

Figure 1: A Descriptive Model of Scale Shift, from S. Tarrow, The New Transnational Activism (see note 3), p. 
123.

The question then is, what a downward scale shift might look like. Unlike upward scale shift, downward 
scale shift is still under-researched within social movement studies.[31] Tarrow describes it as a “transfer of 
collective action from a higher to a lower level independent of the agencies of the higher-level coordination”. 
If upward scale shift moves claims and targets of contention to a higher level (e.g. from the sub-national to the 
national level; from the national to the transnational level), downward scale shift, in contrast, “allows lower-
level activists to take on local targets and make local claims in new and different ways”.[32] McAdam, Tarrow, 
and Tilly suggest that this process is constituted by mechanisms akin to those seen in upward scale shift, but “in 
different concatenations”.[33] It has been proposed that a crucial mechanisms in downward scale shift might 
be “certification”, whereby the actor in question is validated by external authorities.[34] To date, however, there 
has not been a systematic investigation of how downward scale shift unfolds.
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The analysis presented here can therefore be understood both as an exploration of the particular case of HTS, 
and as a preliminary exploration of how downward scale shift unfolds. Specifically, by reviewing the evolution 
of HTS, I seek to identify relevant mechanisms that could explain its trajectory - trying to ascertain if any of 
the mechanisms observed in upward scale shift can also be spotted in the reverse process, and to investigate 
the presence of other, specific mechanisms. Some of the mechanisms that shall be identified here have been 
observed across other case studies, involving not only militant groups, but also other kinds of contentious 
actors, including non-violent ones.[35] The discussion focuses primarily on the period from 2016-2018 as this 
is the period where it seems HTS’s process of downward scale shift unfolded. Of course, such developments 
seldom happen out of the blue, and some of the roots of this process can be traced back further. However, it is 
held here that it is during the period under consideration that one can observe the critical junctures relevant to 
understanding this process. Of particular importance, 2016 was the moment when the “predecessor” of HTS, 
Jabhat al-Nusra li Ahl al-Sham (JAN), al-Qa‘ida’s affiliate in Syria, first rebranded itself and announced it was 
severing its ties with al-Qa‘ida.

Uncomfortable Ties? The Rebranding of JAN, 2016 

In an interview given to al-Jazeera in 2015, while accusing the West of supporting the regime, JAN’s leader 
Abu Muhammad al-Julani explicitly declared that the group harbored no intention of targeting the so-called 
“far enemy” unless attacked - denying reports regarding the existence of an alleged “Khorasan group” [36] 
that was planning external attacks.[37] In July 2016, JAN leader al-Julani, along with prominent member Abu 
‘Abd Allah al-Shami, declared in a video message that JAN had been dissolved and replaced by Jabhat Fath 
al-Sham (JFS), and that the new group did not have “external ties”, i.e. it was no longer affiliated to al-Qa‘ida. 
At first, the announcement was presented as a move approved by the al-Qa‘ida central leadership. Specifically, 
Abu al-Khayr al-Masri, the then al-Qa‘ida second-in-command, based in Syria at the time of the events, gave 
his conditional approval to al-Julani’s decision, meaning he blessed the project as long as al-Zawahiri did not 
have objections. However, it later became clear that this was not the case: in the following months al-Zawahiri 
expressed his utter rejection of JFS (and apparently, al-Masri accordingly withdrew his endorsement).[38] 
In spite of al-Zawahiri’s rebuttal, al-Julani did not reverse his decision, but rather continued pursuing the 
breakaway path. In January 2017, the group announced its second rebranding and reshuffle, becoming HTS.

Why did JAN morph into JFS, and why did it happen at that particular moment? From a social movement 
perspective, three mechanisms operating on two different levels seem to be especially relevant. The first 
mechanism is related to the relationship between the movement (in this case, the Syrian militant Islamist 
and jihadi [39] movement) and its political environment. The other two mechanisms, however, are related to 
relations within both the national and the transnational movement.

Spirals of Political Opportunity and Threat

The first mechanism that should be considered is known in social movement literature as spirals of political 
opportunity and threat. These relate to the political environment, entailing “sequences of environmental 
change, interpretation of that change, action, and counteraction, repeated as one action alters another actor’s 
environment”.[40] Such spirals involve all those developments that “alter the political conditions” in which the 
relevant actors are embedded, affecting their strategic positioning and, in turn, their strategies of contention.
[41] They have been observed across a range of situations; inter alia, as one of the defining mechanisms 
explaining trajectories towards radicalization of militant groups of different kinds at a given point. Likewise, a 
“reverse” of these spirals might be able to explain a lack of radicalization/“non-radicalization” of some groups.
[42] In the case of JAN and its successors, this robust mechanism can be observed throughout the period from 
2016 onwards - as the group faced, and through interaction contributed to creating, several “windows” of 
opportunity/threat altering its positioning within the local environment. This author views these windows as 
central to understanding JAN’s downward scale shift.

In 2015-16, JAN/JFS found itself under increasing external pressure, due to shifting dynamics in the Syrian 
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arena and at the international level. In those years, in fact, the Syrian insurgency in general was starting to see 
its position dwindle, as the regime was taking control of more territories - especially after the September 2015 
Russian intervention - and, remarkably, engaging in an offensive to capture the rebel stronghold of Aleppo in 
2016.[43] Moreover, just before the July 2016 announcement, there were rumors that the US and Russia were 
preparing an offensive to specifically target JAN.[44] Given that in 2014 IS had started to be targeted by an 
international coalition, for JAN this was grounds for concern. This is even more true considering the fact that, 
in those years, militants from JAN, such as its senior leader, Muhsin al-Fadhli, were targeted and killed by the 
US (as the US government alleged that it was targeting members of the purported “Khorasan group”).[45]

Brokerage and “Uncoupling”

Two other mechanisms also came into play at this time, emerging at the intra-movement level: brokerage 
(between JAN and locally embedded organizations belonging to the militant Islamist milieu in Syria), and 
“uncoupling” (between JAN and al-Qa‘ida central). As previously mentioned in the paragraph on scale shift, 
brokerage is defined as the connection of two previously unconnected or less connected actors. While it plays 
an important role in processes of upward scale shift, it has been suggested that it could also foster the reverse 
process, i.e. downward scale shift.[46] On the other hand, what might tentatively be call “uncoupling” is what 
appears as the reverse mechanism of coordination (the latter being a typical feature of upward scale shift, cf. 
Figure 1). It is the mechanism by which organizations based in different geographical arenas which used to 
coordinate policies with each other, cease to do so.

A form of brokerage between JAN and other militant Islamist organizations seems to be one of the key 
dynamics that prompted the former to morph into JFS (and, later on, into HTS), and to remodulate its political 
preferences more decisively. JAN had been starting to form alliances with other insurgent groups since 2012.
[47] A significant step was taken in 2015, when the Jaysh al-Fath coalition was set up, comprised of JAN along 
with other militant Islamist groups. However, under increased pressure at the time, what JAN intended to attain 
was a full-blown merger, most notably with Ahrar al-Sham, and negotiations were underway in 2016. In the 
view of HTS, building a unified Islamic-oriented front was the preliminary step in moving towards its supposed 
political objective: establishing an Islamic state in the Levant governed by sharia, as had been stated since its 
very foundation [48] and in the “creed and methodology” laid out by JAN’s then shar‘i Sami al-‘Uraydi in 2013.
[49] This unified body would have allowed them to overcome the fragmentation of the insurgent ecosphere - 
thus strengthening the overall positioning of the Syrian rebel milieu vis-à-vis enemies, primarily the regime, 
especially given the latter’s advances towards rebel-held territory.[50] In its pursuit of unity, the leadership 
of JAN “insisted on unified, hegemonic order and rejected a united but multipolar movement structure”, as 
“the[ir] objective was to create a unitary hegemonic leader, not another united alliance of peer groups”.[51] 
Finally, given reports of forthcoming US-Russian raids, embedding itself within the wider insurgency might 
have made it harder for those countries to target JAN.[52]

However, tighter forms of cooperation between militant organizations, especially mergers, can be jeopardized 
by ideological divergences.[53] One of the most prominent issues differentiating JAN from (most) local 
militant Islamist actors, and thus hindering closer cooperation and integration within the Syrian insurgent 
milieu, was the nexus between JAN and transnational jihadism, i.e. its ties to al-Qa‘ida.[54] By associating 
themselves with an al-Qa‘ida-affiliated actor, insurgent groups would have run several risks: ending up being 
blacklisted and seeing their financial support shrink; validating the regime’s narrative and discrediting the 
Syrian revolution.[55] Affiliation with al-Qa‘ida was therefore becoming increasingly uncomfortable for both 
JAN and its potential allies. Hence the decision of JAN to rebrand itself and announce its split from al-Qa‘ida 
(“uncoupling”). The statement circulated by Ahrar al-Sham following JFS’s announcement is illustrative: they 
celebrated the establishment of JFS and its separation from al-Qa‘ida, welcoming the fact that the “brothers” 
from JAN accepted “their advice”, and hoping that this could prompt further rebel cohesion.[56]

The true nature of the July 2016 announcement is still debated: some analysts suggest that a more “pragmatic” 
wing within JAN had finally managed to convince al-Julani of the dangers posed by allegiance to al-Qa‘ida; 
others contend that, from the very beginning, the decision was mostly conceived for media purposes, to keep 



96ISSN  2334-3745 December 2020

PERSPECTIVES ON TERRORISM Volume 14, Issue 6

relations with al-Qa‘ida away from the spotlight.[57] In either case, this step proved to be a critical juncture 
insofar as it brought about wide-ranging consequences and anticipated the future trajectory of the group. 

HTS and Engagement with Turkey throughout 2017-2018

To understand the developments that unfolded from the end of 2016 onwards, after the opposition’s loss 
of Aleppo, and how these events affected the trajectory of JFS/HTS, two further sets of mechanisms seem 
especially relevant. Firstly, similar to the 2015-16 period, new shifts in environmental conditions - i.e. new 
opportunity/threat spirals - impacted upon the relationship between HTS and other actors. Secondly, HTS 
opened a dialogue with an external actor, i.e. Turkey, possibly triggering a mechanism called certification.

New Spirals of Opportunity/Threat

Alliance-building efforts involving militant Islamist groups did not fare well, with JFS and Ahrar al-Sham failing 
to reach a full merger. Fighting between those two “camps” erupted in January 2017. On the one hand, JFS 
merged with other minor factions (including Harakat Nur al-Din al-Zinki, Liwa al-Haqq, Jaysh al-Sunna, and 
Jabhat Ansar al-Din) to form Hay’at Tahrir al-Sham (HTS). On the other hand, other small non-jihadi groups 
joined Ahrar al-Sham (in response to the offensive JFS waged against them). HTS proceeded to consolidate its 
influence in the area of Idlib, confronting Ahrar al-Sham, which had by then become its main rival. The conflict 
between the two escalated to an unprecedented level in July 2017, when Ahrar al-Sham suffered a significant 
defeat at the hands of HTS. In subsequent months, HTS would focus on widening its governance capabilities, 
contributing to setting up the Syrian Salvation Government (hukumat al-inqadh al-suriyya).[58] HTS was thus 
assuming a preeminent position in the area.[59] 

However, HTS’s consolidation was coupled with several challenges. At the international level, talks were taking 
place within the framework of the Astana process, establishing four de-escalation zones including the area 
of Idlib. At the same time, reports of a potential Turkish offensive against HTS were become increasingly 
frequent.[60] Following inter-factional fighting, HTS was also becoming increasingly distrusted by other rebel 
groups, as they accused it of “dominating” (taghallub) them.[61] The internal problems were twofold. Besides 
the deteriorating relationship with the broader Syrian militant Islamist milieu - leading to the defection of 
factions such as Nur al-Din al-Zinki over the course of the year,[62] - there was the issue of defections by al-
Qa‘ida loyalists, who were dissatisfied with the path taken by HTS. Tensions escalated as the al-Qa‘ida loyalist 
Sami al-‘Uraydi and HTS’s ‘Atun engaged in a public dispute over the transformation of JAN/JFS/HTS;[63] and 
again in October 2017, when HTS engaged in talks with Turkey (see below). This was anathema to al-Qa‘ida 
and its supporters. Moreover, in November 2017, HTS launched a wave of arrests against senior al-Qa‘ida 
loyalists in Syria (only to release them at a later stage).[64] Their increasing dissatisfaction with the course 
HTS had embarked upon - seen as a betrayal of jihadi ideology - , would lead al-Qa‘ida loyalists to announce 
in February 2018 the establishment of a new organization: Tanzim Hurras al-Din (HaD). Headed by overall 
leader Abu Hammam al-Shami with shar‘i Sami al-‘Uraydi as second-in-command, it presented itself as the 
al-Qa‘ida branch in Syria (although at the time of writing it has not been recognized as a formal affiliate). Since 
then, the relationship between HTS and HaD has experienced ebbs and flows, swaying between episodes of 
tension and initiatives of reconciliation - at least, until very recently.[65]

Certification

As anticipated, in October 2017, HTS engaged in talks with Turkey to negotiate its military intervention in 
north western Syria. The deployment of Turkish troops and the establishment of observation posts in the region 
occurred in coordination with HTS - something which would have been inconceivable in previous years. Given 
the multiple challenges it was facing, the HTS leadership probably thought that avoiding clashing with Turkey 
was the most viable option. In fact, had HTS not found a modus vivendi with Turkey, its prospects vis-à-vis 
the regime and Russia would have been rather gloomy. This leads us to the second key dynamics sustaining 
the downward trajectory of the group: an ongoing, albeit for the time being incomplete,[66] mechanism of 
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certification of HTS vis-à-vis external actors. 

Certification is the mechanism by which an actor, along with his performance and claims, is validated by one 
(or more) authoritative actors.[67] In the literature on contentious politics, it has been highlighted as one of 
the mechanisms enabling “downscaling” (not necessarily in the context of violent action),[68] and also as a 
potentially relevant mechanism for both radicalization and de-radicalization processes in the case of violent 
actors.[69] Certification has to do with the recognition of a certain actor as a potential interlocutor, hence 
with issues of legitimacy and/or rehabilitation. Therefore, actors aspiring to be certified might recalibrate their 
discourse and behavior to achieve a formal or informal “recognition”. In the case of HTS - a group that used 
to be part of a transnational network - decisions such as severing ties with al-Qa‘ida and marginalizing pro-al-
Qa‘ida components, adopting an increasingly local-oriented stance, and lastly, negotiating with Turkey, seemed 
to signal an unfolding mechanism of certification vis-à-vis Turkey, and the international community at large.
[70] For its part, Turkey’s approach to HTS has been a complex and nuanced one, mirroring a “divide and 
conquer” attitude: it sought to engage and empower the most pragmatic wing of HTS, and to marginalize the 
hardline, less prone-to-dialogue components.[71] This certainly had an effect on HTS’s trajectory too.

In parallel, there was a notable evolution in HTS’s rhetoric towards “external actors”, primarily Turkey. 
In a video aired in February 2017, the group had charted its founding principles, including the notion of 
“establishing balanced relations with relevant parties” (iqamat ‘alaqat mutawazina ma‘ al-jihat al-mu’aththira).
[72] This aspect would be echoed consistently in the future, offering an ideological foundation to engagement 
with third parties. Legitimizing a military intervention by external actors has been even more problematic 
from a jihadi perspective. Therefore, over time, several figures from HTS sought to do so.[73] In an interview 
with Khayr Umma Foundation, when questioned on issues such as the Turkish presence in northwest Syria, 
prominent cleric Abu Qatada al-Filastini (who is not formally affiliated to HTS, but can be regarded as an 
external authoritative reference for the group) mentioned the need to observe reality (waqi‘), i.e. the current 
circumstances, and to take into consideration both the best interest of the community (maslaha) and the 
provisions of jurisprudence (fiqh).[74] The Telegram comments posted in May 2018 by prominent HTS shar‘i 
Abu al-Fath al-Farghali were also especially relevant, stating that the Turkish observation posts were legitimate 
as long as certain conditions were respected: namely, HTS military superiority; Turkish non-interference in 
administration issues; and HTS’s monopoly on decisions regarding war and peace.[75]

The subsequent period was characterized by dynamics similar to those seen throughout 2017: a cycle of 
shifting operational conditions putting pressure on HTS (namely, the ceasefire framework falling through and 
the Syrian regime gaining ground); a new ceasefire agreement; HTS trying to adapt to circumstances and 
providing an ideological basis for its choices. Throughout February–July 2018, the regime made advances 
in Latakia, Hama, and Aleppo, and seemed to be on the point of launching a full-blown offensive in Idlib. In 
September 2018 a new deal was signed by Russia and Turkey in Sochi, reiterating the provisions of the Astana 
framework, including Turkey’s commitment to eradicate terrorist groups in the demilitarized area as well as 
joint Russian-Turkish patrols.[76] 

In June 2018, the HTS General Shar‘i Council released a statement on “Jihad and legitimate politics between 
the constants and variables”, referring to relations with third countries in general. It stated that while there were 
some fixed principles (such as relying on jihad and focusing on shari‘a as a reference), some aspects, notably 
capabilities, could change over time; and thus specific rulings on what was permissible could be adapted 
accordingly. In particular, it reiterated that establishing relations with third countries could be a legitimate 
move as long as it advanced the interest of jihad, and was not clearly forbidden by law.[77] After the Sochi 
agreement, HTS released a statement condemning the role and the intentions of Russia, but also thanking 
those who protected the liberated areas and prevented an all-out offensive[78]. This was a clear reference to 
Turkey. 
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Recent Developments: towards a Completion of the Downward Scale Shift?

It is possible that developments in 2019 and 2020 have marked new steps in HTS’s unfolding process of downward 
scale shift. The offensives launched by the Syrian regime in April 2019 and December 2019 accelerated a shift in 
power dynamics in the region of Idlib, leading HTS to increasingly lose influence vis-à-vis Turkey. A ceasefire 
agreement was concluded by Turkey and Russia on 5 March 2020, creating a safe corridor along the M4 
highway, to be jointly patrolled by Russian and Turkish troops.[79] While at first tensions erupted, with HTS 
launching initiatives to disrupt these patrols, the group leadership went on to display a more pragmatic stance 
at a later stage.[80] HTS’s attitude towards the March deal was met with fierce opposition by the pro-al-Qa‘ida 
constellation led by HaD. Their convoluted relationship seems to have reached a tipping point by the summer 
of 2020, as tensions between the two groups escalated. In June 2020, HaD set up checkpoints and established 
a new al-Qa‘ida-aligned operations room (Fathbutu, “Be Steadfast”, with groups Jabhat Ansar al-Din, Jama‘at 
Ansar al-Islam, Tansiqiyyat al-Jihad, and Liwa’ al-Muqatilin al-Ansar).[81] In response, HTS cracked down on 
HaD and its military bases. Furthermore, prominent figures who had defected from HTS and joined Fathbutu 
were arrested – persons like Abu Malik al-Talli (founder of Liwa’ al-Muqatilin), and Abu Salah al-Uzbeki.[82] 
In the following months, several senior members from HaD were detained by HTS, such as Fadl Allah al-Libi 
and ‘Abd al-Karim al-Makki, as well as Abu Yahya al-Jaza’iri (once affiliated to HaD, but expelled in June 2019).
[83]

HTS’s crackdown might suggest that the group is increasingly aligning with Turkey’s choices,[84] particularly 
in light of its increasing dependence on Ankara. It is still an open question whether HTS’s readjustment of 
its political preferences is triggering or could trigger an identity shift, described as the final stage of scale shift 
- especially as it seems that HTS is advocating a “third model” of jihadism, an alternative to both IS and al-
Qa‘ida.[85] Related to this, an additional question is whether the “third model” embraced by HTS might be 
viable in the medium-to-long term or if it will inevitably be a temporary experiment. Should the group manage 
to further downscale, i.e. to continue pursuing the certification path (and possibly establish closer relations 
with countries such as Turkey), this might even challenge the jihadi nature stricto sensu of HTS’s project, since 
the rejection of political processes is a key tenet of jihadi ideology. This potential completion of a process of 
downward scale shift is summarized in Figure 2 (below).

The future of the group is contingent upon several factors. For one thing, decisions at the leadership level 
might not receive the support of its base.[86] At the intra-group level, engagement with Turkey has always 
posed a challenge to the cohesion of the group. In past years, some figures - especially the more “purist” among 
HTS’s ranks - had eventually decided to defect at some point (e.g. senior shar‘i Abu Yaqzan al-Masri[87]), and 
recent developments have prompted further defections. Secondly, there is the issue of HTS’s relationship with 
the local population, which over the years has become increasingly strained as the group has been accused of 
violations and of systematically detaining its detractors. Finally, there is the bigger conundrum relating to the 
future of northwest Syria and in particular, the role of Turkey. 



99ISSN  2334-3745 December 2020

PERSPECTIVES ON TERRORISM Volume 14, Issue 6

Fi
gu

re
 2

: F
ro

m
 JA

N
 to

 H
TS

: A
 T

en
ta

tiv
e M

od
el 

of
 D

ow
nw

ar
d 

Sc
al

e S
hi

ft 
in

 th
e C

as
e o

f H
TS

.



100ISSN  2334-3745 December 2020

PERSPECTIVES ON TERRORISM Volume 14, Issue 6

Concluding Remarks

In general, what the downward trajectory of HTS highlights is the fluidity of jihadi groups and, above all, 
their adaptiveness to operational conditions, especially local dynamics, which impact upon a group’s adoption 
of local, global, or glocal-oriented strategies. Taken alone, doctrine cannot explain why jihadi groups resort 
to such strategies at a given point in time. In fact, considerations of opportunity might drive them to pursue 
strategically convenient, yet ideologically problematic choices and subsequently to resort to a reinterpretation 
of doctrine to legitimize them.[88] It seems that this is what happened in the case of HTS. As seen above, at 
various stages, the group found itself under pressure, facing potential challenges stemming from a number 
of factors - including shifting war dynamics, external pressure, and relations with other insurgent groups. Its 
moves towards an increasingly locally-focused strategy have been an attempt to come to terms with reality and 
adapt to operational circumstances. As an ideologue close to HTS, Abu Mahmud al-Filastini, put it, it was a 
matter of “jurisprudence of reality” (fiqh al-waqi‘).[89] Embracing transnational ambitions would probably 
have jeopardized not only HTS’s political objectives, but possibly its very survival too. As a consequence, 
prominent leaders and ideological authorities attempted to justify from a doctrinal perspective the group’s 
potentially controversial choices, including its engagement with Turkey. They cited the need to act in the best 
interests of jihad and the revolution - mentioning how jihad entails both constant principles and adaptability 
to the strategic context.

The mechanisms observed in the case of HTS might hopefully provide relevant insights for other militant 
groups, especially - but not exclusively - jihadi actors. However, caution is required when generalizing, given 
the limits of a single case study design and the heterogeneity of the jihadi movement. Additional case studies 
within the jihadi movement, and ideally also a comparative analysis involving different kinds of militant 
actors, would be required to probe the explanatory power of the specific mechanisms identified here. Such a 
comparison would be of great importance - especially as there are signs that HTS could have set a precedent 
for other jihadi groups, such as al-Qa‘ida in the Arabic Peninsula and Jama‘at Nusrat al-Islam wa al-Muslimin. 
Such groups, perhaps, might take into consideration more “pragmatic” choices as well.[90]
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