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How international constraints can drive moderation:

the case of Hayat Tahrir al-Sham in Syria

di Gianmarco Fontana

Introduction

In December 2024, Hayat Tahrir al-Sham (HTS), led
by Abu Mohammed al-Jolani - now acting president
under the name Ahmed al-Sharaa - overthrew the re-
gime of Bashar al-Assad (Reuters, 2024). By Novem-
ber 2025, al-Sharaa had already been received at the
White House (The Guatdian, 2025). The HTS case is
paradigmatic: a group once aligned with al-Qaeda has
progressively adopted a language of statecraft, culmi-
nating in international diplomatic recognition follow-
ing the fall of the Assad regime in December 2024.
How can a group designated as a terrorist organisa-
tion by the United States and the United Nations be-
come, within a matter of months, a diplomatic inter-
locutor recognised by Washington, Paris and the
Arab world?

The conventional answer points to moderation as a
phenomenon produced by domestic institutional
participation: the so-called inclusion-moderation hy-
pothesis argues that involvement in formal institu-
tions pushes radical groups to adopt more moderate
positions. However, prior to 2024, HTS enjoyed no
institutional inclusion. Yet it moderated. This paper
advances the hypothesis that international con-
straints functioned as a functional substitute for po-
litical inclusion, altering the group’s cost-benefit cal-
culation and incentivising strategic moderation in

pursuit of survival and legitimacy.

Can exclusion lead to moderation? Reverting the do-
mestic inclusion-moderation hypothesis

The literature on the moderation of radical groups
has traditionally focused on domestic factors. The
‘inclusion-moderation’  thesis, developed by
Schwedler (2006) and Tezciir (2010), argues that in-
stitutional participation creates incentives for politi-
cal socialisation. Ashour (2009) and Steuer (2023)
identify pressure from rival parties, the need to
broaden consensus, and constitutional constraints as
the main drivers of deradicalisation.

This perspective leaves the international dimension
in the shadows. Brocker and Kunkler (2013) suggest
that external variables - sanctions, participation in re-
gional organisations, and the re-establishment of bi-
lateral relations - may play a role, though they classify
them as secondary factors.

Two categoties of constraints are distinguished. Co-
ercive constraints include diplomatic isolation, eco-
nomic sanctions, designation as a terrorist organisa-
tion, and exclusion from multilateral forums. Not-
mative constraints concern conditionality based on
international norms: protection of human rights, re-
sponsible governance, and renunciation of transna-
tional jihadism. Both operate through opportunity-
cost mechanisms: the greater the intensity of punitive
constraints, the greater the incentive to moderate in

order to gain international recognition.
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The case of HTS - From jihadism to governance: the
process of moderation

Between 2012 and 2017, HTS - then known as Jabhat
al-Nusra - was one of the most hardline jihadist or-
ganisations in the Syrian theatre (Lister, 2010).
Founded as an affiliate of al-Qaeda, it preached
global jihad and aspired to the creation of an Islamic
state in the Levant. Its leader labelled the Alawitesl
as heretics, rejected any negotiations with external ac-
tors and sabotaged UN-sponsored peace processes
(International Crisis Group, 2020).

The behaviour towards minorities was sectarian: the
Druze2 community was subjected to forced conver-
sions (Al Nofal & Taha, 2023); Christians suffered
systematic discrimination (Balanche, 2018). Govern-
ance in the areas under its control was based on Sha-
ria law in its strictest interpretation, leaving no room
for pluralistic models (Adraoui, 2019). The option of
negotiation was explicitly rejected: HTS did not par-
ticipate in the Geneva talks or the Astana process,
actively sabotaging the rebel factions involved. This
ideological baseline is essential for analytically meas-
uring the extent of subsequent transformations. 2017
marked a turning point. HTS formally rebranded it-
self, severing ties with al-Qaeda and establishing the
Syrian Salvation Government (SSG) as a separate
civil authority. Haenni and Drevon (2025) identify
three concurrent mechanisms: the shift from a Salafi-
jihadist approach to a more flexible jurisprudence;
the marginalisation of the most radical elements; and
the gradual dilution of the jihadist footprint through
the retraining of cadres.

Al-Jolani has progressively tailored his communica-
tion towards external audiences. In 2021, in an inter-
view with Frontline, he presented himself as a local
actor without a transnational agenda, inviting human
rights organisations to inspect the group’s ptisons.
On the economic front, HTS has replaced Islamist
rhetoric with a language of development: plans for
agriculture and industry, and the connection of over

! A Shia religious minority (accounting for around 10-12%
of the Syrian population) concentrated mainly in the
coastal region of Latakia and the Ansariyya Mountains.
Historically marginalised, the Alawites gained political and
military influence during the French Mandate, eventually
becoming the dominant group within the Syrian state ap-
paratus with the rise to power of Hafez al-Assad in 1970,
to whose family many Alawites belong.

100,000 homes to the electricity grid (The Washing-
ton Institute for Near FEast Policy, 2022). The pres-
sure of sanctions has thus, paradoxically, accelerated
the modernisation of the government’s discourse,
pushing it towards categories compatible with the re-
quirements of international donors.

It should be noted that domestic drivers were equally
significant. HTS pursued a ‘hearts-and-minds’ strat-
egy amongst the Syrian population, adopting less
rigid approaches and cultivating local legitimacy. In-
ternal and external processes reinforced one another:
domestic legitimacy lent credibility to international
legitimacy, whilst external incentives gave internal

moderation a strategic purpose.

International constraints as dtivers of moderation
before international recognition

From 2017 onwards, external pressures redefined
HTS’s strategic context. Its designation as a terrorist
organisation by the United States and Russia within
the UN Security Council precluded the group from
any prospect of political recognition and excluded it
from peace negotiations, preventing it from influenc-
ing Syria’s future through legitimate channels.

Economically, sanctions - notably the Caesar Syria
Civilian Protection Act (2019) - and the collapse of
the Syrian economy have made governing the north-
west an existential challenge. Without access to inter-
national humanitarian channels and without income
from jihadist networks that were progressively sev-
ered, HTS had to devise a self-sufficient model based
on thetoric of technocratic development. As
Escriba-Folch and Wright (2010) observe, sanctions
directly reduce the material capacities of the affected
actors, forcing them to revise their survival strategies.
On the normative front, exclusion from organisa-
tions such as the UN and the Arab League deprived
HTS of the resources of legitimacy that come with
membership of the international community, whilst

the prospect of conditional readmission shaped the

2 An ethno-teligious community - accounting for around
3% of the Syrian population - settled mainly in Jabal al-
Arab (or Jabal Druze), in the southern patt of the country.
Their faith is considered heretical by mainstream Islam
and is characterised by the esoteric transmission of its doc-
trines, reserved for an elite group of initiates (uqqal). The
Syrian Druze have historically maintained significant local
autonomy and their own military tradition, often adopting
pragmatic positions in regional conflicts.

CSI CENTRO STUDI

INTERNAZIONALI




[SSN 3034-8218

STUDI INTERNAZIONALI

possibility of accessing reconstruction funds and cru-
cial diplomatic channels.

Following Assad’s fall, the trajectory shifted. In Jan-
uary 2025, the foreign ministers of France and Ger-
many visited Damascus - the first official Western
contact with Syria in over a decade (Al Jazeera,
2025/a). The following month, the Emir of Qatar be-
came the first head of state to visit Damascus since
2011 (Al Jazeera, 2025/b). In Februaty, the Director-
General of the Organization for the Prohibition of
Chemical Weapons (OPCW) initiated technical co-
operation on chemical disarmament (OPCW News,
2025). In May, the momentous summit with Trump
in Riyadh (Chatham House, 2025) marked the start
of a normalisation process involving the gradual lift-
ing of sanctions (US Department of State, 2025).
September 2025 marked the symbolic culmination:
al-Sharaa addressed the United Nations General As-
sembly, the first Syrian president to do so since 1967
(United Nations, 2025).

This process of sequential recognition confirms the
theoretical model: HTS has not internalised liberal
norms but has performed moderation to gain condi-
tional legitimacy. Every diplomatic interaction cre-
ated expectations and conditions, pushing the group
to demonstrate reliability and adhere to internation-
ally recognised governance criteria.

Conclusions

The HTS case demonstrates that the moderation of
radical groups is not necessarily produced by domes-
tic institutional inclusion. International constraints
can produce equivalent dynamics, altering the sut-
vival calculations of ideologically rigid actors. HTS’s
moderation was predominantly strategic: ideology

3 Rational Choice Theory (RCT) posits that actors -
whether individuals, groups or states - act in an instrumen-
tally rational manner, selecting the options that maximise

was not abandoned but subordinated to the impera-
tives of survival. The lens of the Rational Choice
Theory3 thus allows us to establish that international
constraints created a structural environment in which
moderation was the rational choice (Olson, 1965). In
the Syrian context, it can be argued that international
constraints have shaped a structural environment in
which moderation emerged as the rationally optimal
choice: the costs of radical behaviour - in terms of
diplomatic isolation, economic sanctions and loss of
international legitimacy - outweighed the potential
benefits, thereby steering the strategic calculations of
actors towards more accommodating positions.

Some caveats remain necessary. The effectiveness of
constraints as drivers of moderation is not universal:
the case of the Taliban in Afghanistan after 2021 -
where comparable isolation did not produce analo-
gous moderation - suggests that the response to con-
straints depends on the leadership structure, the
availability of alternative patrons, and the extent to
which internal cohesion depends on doctrinal purity.
For policymakers, the Syrian case offers practical
guidance. Coordinated pressure is more effective
than intermittent pressure. At the same time, coet-
cion alone is insufficient: to work, constraints must
be combined with credible and gradual incentives -
disengagement verified by radical networks, demon-
strated protection of minorities, and observable com-
mitments to civil governance structures. Without this
positive component, punitive constraints risk closing
off the pathways to legitimacy that make moderation
a rational option. The future of this trajectory re-
mains open, and future research will need to monitor
its developments.

their own interests in light of the constraints and resources
available.
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