“The End of the ‘Revolution’ (al-thawra) but not Revolutionaries (thuwwar)’': Insights from

Syrian Fighters

Abstract

What drives individuals to join and remain loyal to armed groups amidst the chaos of the Syrian
civil war? This article investigates this question by focusing on the Sham Front, offering a multi-
level analysis that integrates external influences, group dynamics, and personal experiences.
Based on extensive fieldwork in northern Syria and southern Turkey, including narratives from
fighters, commanders, and local leaders, this study reveals how perceived emotional hardships
and political uncertainties create distinct revolutionary subjectivities. By considering the macro-
level influence of external actors, the meso-level group dynamics, and the micro-level
motivations of individual fighters, this article provides a comprehensive understanding of the
factors shaping fighters' behavior. Incorporating theories of uncertainty-identity and the politics
of emotions, the article challenges simplistic narratives, revealing how shared emotional bonds
and collective memories sustain loyalty and combat engagement. Unlike many existing studies,
this research prioritizes the firsthand accounts of fighters, offering a deeper exploration of their
motivations. This study bridges significant gaps in existing literature, showcasing how deep-
seated emotional and social factors drive the resilience and persistence of fighters in the ongoing

conflict.

' A quote by Syrian fighter.
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Introduction

‘Have we won the revolution? Or have we failed miserably? Or has Assad and Iran won? Or
shall we say that Assad survived but not won and Iran will eventually lose in Syria! I don’t really
have an answer or know what is next for Syrial...but the only thing I am certain of is that [ am a

revolutionary and will stay a revolutionary or be remembered as a martyr’ (F9)

‘Like an orphanete, this revolution is an orphan with nothing but its sons...we are its sons...we

are the revolutionaries’ (F10)

In a rather secluded café in Kilis, a city in southern Turkey, heightened by the hot summer day and
burning temperature, Syrian fighters navigated their emotions on why they are still fighting. With
the Syrian civil war entering its 12th year and the almost certain clarity that international inaction
persists and continues to prevail, these political uncertainties have created distinct ‘revolutionary’
realities and subjectivities as an alternative. While most recent studies focusing on the emergence
of jihadist movements and non-state armed groups in the Syrian civil war have primarily revolved
around the exploration of their mobilization and survival strategies,! others have also
conceptualized the role of ideology as a driving factor in the mobilization strategies within armed
groups.” The predominant focus of these studies has been on the macro and meso levels of analysis,
aiming to understand how the internal structure and organization of these armed groups influence
their sustainability. Another strand of literature within conflict studies has focused on political

economy as a mobilizing factor for the emergence and sustainability of armed groups.? This article
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delves into the intricate experiences of fighters within non-state military factions, specifically

examining the journeys of fighters in “Sham Front™ as a case study.

In the Syrian context, scholars have devised a host of theories to explain the drivers
underlying the violent conflict and the drivers behind mass participation in 2011 protests;*
however, there remain conceptual limitations in many of these analyses.® There is, however, a
notable gulf between scholarship that focuses on how sectarianism and material violence have
contributed to the war in Syria and work that focuses on identity formation processes and the role
of authoritarianism in hardening sub-state identities.® In this article, I examine the evidence for
prominent, competing arguments in the context of the Syrian civil war, drawing on a unique dataset
that documents the attitudes and behavior of a group of Sham Front fighters. By taking Sham
Front, one of the largest Syrian National Army (SNA) groups controlling northern Syria, as a case
study, I argue that the analysis of rational costs and benefits among actors in the Syrian conflict is

not in itself sufficient to explain fighters’ motivations to join armed groups.

Due to the multifaceted nature of such groups controlling northern Syria, the changes that
take place during conflict following Turkey’s interventions and recently in autumn 2023 resulted
in shifts in their internal military organization, with changes in leaders’ roles. These contextual
factors vary considerably across the macro level changes within these groups. At the macro-level,
Turkey has been a significant external determinant that shapes the faction’s structure, future
directions, and the fate of other units; nevertheless, it is important not to view external actors solely
as dominant controllers, despite the political climate that often emphasizes their influence on group
hierarchies.” As contextual factors vary considerably across the macro-level changes within these
groups, measuring their impact on fighters’ loyalty at the micro level justifies the reliance on meso-

level analysis, which helps wus wunderstand the dynamics of the group-individual



relationship.Fighters’ motivations cannot be separated from the structural benefits offered by the
military group, which influence their decision to continue fighting. This led me to explore the role
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of external actors in shaping the “formation,” “emergence,” or even “fragmentation” of Sham
Front. Therefore, the motivations of fighters are unlikely to remain constant and can be influenced
by various factors, including the role of external actors and their financial support, illicit
economies, and internal conflicts within these groups, either due to ideological competition or

utilitarian gains. Consequently, a more precise conceptual framework is needed to understand the

drivers of violent behavior and fighters’ motivations.

The international community's inaction and the intricate web of regional interests have
undeniably fueled frustration and uncertainty among certain segments of the Syrian population.
The prevailing political and military climate over the past 13 years has driven many young
individuals to gravitate toward armed groups. However, it is important to avoid sweeping
generalizations regarding fighters’ involvement in these groups and to closely examine the
unique characteristics defining each faction within the SNA. In examining the motivations of
Syrian fighters, I adopt the conceptual framework of ontological uncertainty as discussed by
Alpa Shah. Shah argues that the hesitation, doubt, and uncertainty observed among the
revolutionary armed squads of the Maoist insurgency are foundational elements that lead
individuals to join revolutionary movements.® The parallels of Shah’s findings resonate with the
Syrian case, where the inaction and uncertainty surrounding the political process have likely
played a significant role in the construction of a revolutionary subjectivity. It is important to note
that my focus on how despair and uncertainty contribute to the construction of a devoted

revolutionary subject does not aim to downplay or trivialize the tales of violence and immense



cruelty experienced by civilians under the control of Syrian armed groups. Inspired by Angela
Ledrach’s approach to violence as ‘never the whole story,’® this writing specifically about
emotional bonds among fighters does not intend to negate or ignore the detrimental impact of
violations perpetrated by the Sham Front in particular, and SNA factions in general. Rather, I
acknowledge the complex entanglements of perceived grievances, loss, despair, and uncertainty

that characterize these contexts and frame political action, marking them as ‘knotty affairs.”'°

While there has been growing attention to the various dimensions of how emotions of
uncertainty shape individuals’ perceptions of their identities, imagined political realities, and
future decisions regarding military engagement,!! specifically in the context of Syrian armed
groups, to my modest knowledge, there are almost no scholarly efforts to challenge the dominant
security-centric narrative.'? This article is situated within ongoing conversations and emerging
scholarship that integrates alternative conceptions of people’s experiences of war and reactions
to violence. Consequently, this study builds on previous literature on emotions and incorporates
insights on how complex regional dynamics affecting the duration and outcome of a war feed
into individualistic understandings of relational conceptions of subjectivity, war, and peace.
Therefore, understanding the motivations of fighters can provide valuable insights into the
causes, developments, and consequences of conflicts. It can also aid in the evaluation of
strategies for conflict resolution and reconstruction. This study provides qualitative data related
to individual motivations for participating in combat and seeks to clarify the connection between
individual motivations (micro level) and the organizational control maintained by “Sham Front,”
its structure and governance (meso and macro levels), while emphasizing the importance of

maintaining group cohesion.



I develop an analytical model that adopts a multi-level approach (MLA) of macro, meso,
and micro-mobilization to address fighters’ motivations and the complex interplay of incentives
that drive them to keep fighting.!* This MLA approach allows us to examine the motivations of
fighters at the micro level while also considering the influence of broader factors such as the
groups’ structure and the role of external actors at the macro and meso levels. This article
specifically focuses on Sham Front, which is a group within the umbrella SNA—a network of
seperate groups that broadly cooperate on strategic objectives but have so far resisted full
integration into a single entity. There has not previously been any research that delves into Sham
Front’s internal structure, governance, and its fighters’ motivations to join or defect from the
group. I root this in a theoretical discussion of the intersectional and reciprocal interplay between
individuals, armed groups dynamics, the role of external actors such as Turkey as well as the
changing situational context. The article unpacks the web of complex interactions between the
micro, meso, and macro levels by looking at three central dimensions: Individual motivations for

involvement, networks that facilitate the recruitment process.

This article challenges the notion of “objectivity’” and reductive views that use one theoretical
framework to explain fighters’ choice to continue fighting. This study, which includes an
examination of Sham Front’s governance model and economics, finds that the case of the Sham

Front shows unique _ These factors affect the behavior of fighters at

the micro level, directly influencing their reasons for their ongoing commitment to fight.

The primary aim of the micro-level examination is to explore two fundamental questions:

“What motivates individuals to choose affiliation with this particular armed group over others and

maintain their commitment?” And “What role’do’emotions’and perceived uncertainty play.in



which the construction of shared emotions among fighters, coupled with identity and socialization
transformations, contributes to the construction of distinct ‘revolutionary” subjectivities (dhawir

thawriyya)l These questions delve into the influence of perceieved emotional adversity on
centering conceptions of the ‘revolution’ as a relational process of reconfiguring meanings and
realities for emerging political subjects, in which rituals play a central role in group memory
formation, resulting in military engagement. The study also explores how the organizational
structure and governance of the military faction attract fighters and assesses the legitimacy of the
faction from the fighters' perspectives. This includes exploring leader selection mechanisms and
examining the faction's values in alignment with the fighters' orientations. As such, these questions
are grounded in the theories of uncertainty-identity and politics of emotions,'* which aim to

unravel the complex dynamics of loyalty and identity construction among "Sham Front" fighters.

Building on my field work in northern Syria, the analysis draws upon newly collected data
gathered from fighters’ narratives and in-depth interviews with central commanders (CC),
administrative military commanders (Q), civil society leaders (CS), and experts (E). In addition to
illustrating the difference between material incentives and different forms of psychological and
political grievance, this study illustrates how these grievances interact with fighters continued
loyalty to the “Sham Front.” The micro-level examination of fighters as a primary sample has been
noticeably lacking in research and scholarly attention. This gap in the academic discourse can
potentially result in oversimplifying the role of fighters and reducing it to a mere political
consideration in Syria’s future. This dearth of research can likely be attributed to the challenges
associated with acquiring trustworthy primary data and conducting field studies in the region.

Existing studies tend to be either purely descriptive or quantitative in nature.!> This study instead



focuses on the firsthand accounts of fighters themselves, incorporating them into extensive
interviews made with military commanders and administrators associated with Sham Front.

This article is structured into four parts. The first part starts with a methodology section
and sample selection strategy. The article then provides a meso-level analysis of the Front’s
historical background, covering its early establishment, military strongholds, governance model,
and the evolution of its organizational structure. This section also chronicles the decisions made
by their commanders and their positions on military and political matters. This contextual
background aims to provide a nuanced analysis at the meso and macro levels. The article then
moves into a theoretical overview of how the formation of revolutionary subjects is interwoven
with experiencing emotional adversities that result in combat engagement. This overview of
drivers of violent behavior at the micro-level is followed by two detailed thematic sub-sections

that focus on fighters’ narratives and perceptions of war and peace.

Methodology and Sample Selection

This study employs a qualitative approach, drawing on 34 in-depth interviews conducted with
members of Sham Front: Three key central commanders (CC), seven administrative military
commanders (Q), two leaders from local councils in areas of the Front’s control (LC), three from
civil society organizations with the Front’s areas (CS), five military experts (E), Minister of
Defense of the Syrian Interim Government, and twelve current fighters (F) aged 25 to 59 with
diverse educational backgrounds. ' Establishing trust and rapport with the participants was a time-
intensive process. The sample selection strategy involved engaging with a key intermediary, or
“gate keeper.” For this limited-group case study, participants were identified and recruited through

a snowball sampling approach.



The initial data collection was done through deep, open, and semi-structured interviews,
which provided the opportunity to ask predetermined questions and follow-up questions. I
presented the main objectives of the research to the participants and obtained their consent to
transcribe the interviews. Each interview began by asking the participants about their personal
backgrounds, familial ties, and upbringing. The interviews then moved on to more detailed
questions about various aspects of socialization, including recollections of the onset of protests in
Syria, political inclinations and activities, interactions with peers and media, their initial
involvement in protests, and the pivotal moment they committed to military action. To gain a
comprehensive understanding of these experiences and perspectives, I occasionally interjected
with questions directed at other individuals who were interviewed in-depth. These included first,
second, third, and fourth-line commanders, central commanders, military administrators, media

and political representatives, as well as experts on the various SNA factions.

To gain insight into identity socialization processes, I used the long interview method,
which is recognized as one of the most powerful methods in qualitative research that gives us the
opportunity to see and experience the world from the participant’s perspective.!” As such, the
interviews, which were transcribed verbatim and annonymized, typically spanned two and a half
to three hours in duration. The analytical process commenced with a thorough review of interview
transcripts, followed by a meticulous coding process. In line with this phenomenological approach,
my methodological framework was also based on a relational and humanist-oriented framework.'®
Lee Ann Fujii argues that adopting a relational research approach is fundamentally humanist and
is guided by the researcher's commitment to reflexivity, which includes the ethical treatment of
interlocutors.!® This method goes beyond merely “gaining access” to participants or building

rapport. Instead, it intentionally focuses on the relationships that are “negotiated between the



interviewer and interviewee and shaped by the interests, values, backgrounds, and beliefs that each
party brings to the exchange.”?® In practice, this involved the identification of noteworthy
narratives and their constituent elements, subsequently organizing them into “meaningful units”
to construct a comprehensive portrayal of the research participants’ experiences.?! This phase was
followed by axial and selective coding, during which I identified more abstract patterns, and
gradually incorporated previous theorems into the analysis results. I used qualitative content
analysis, applying a “guided approach” and an “open coding” to determine the focus of words and

terms related to the theoretical framework and research questions.??

In addition to the data collected through interviews, raw information was also gathered
through direct observations, involving interactions with the research participants and physical
visits to their locations. This approach was complemented by data triangulation techniques. In the
context of case study research, triangulation was employed to cross-reference information from
various sources, through reviewing documents, research, newspaper articles, brochures, and
websites.?> To enhance the credibility of the research, I received ethical approval from King’s
College and I took measures to involve the research participants in the process. Specifically, I
shared the transcripts of their initial interviews and the preliminary draft of the analysis on the

relevant topics with them.

Early Formation of Sham Front, Governance and Leadership

Between 2011 and 2013, as the peaceful uprising deteriorated into an armed conflict, Syria saw
for the first time in its modern history the development of numerous armed and Islamist groups.?*

The organized military opposition in Syria can be traced back to the announcement of the
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formation of the Free Syrian Army on July 29, 2011. By 2012, rival rebel groups emerged,
challenging both the Syrian regime and foreign-backed factions like Hezbollah, Iraqi, and Iranian
forces. The complexity intensified with the rise of extremist groups like ISIS in 2013.% Since
2018, major factions like the designated terrorist faction Hay'at Tahrir al-Sham (HTS) controlling
Idlib, the Syrian Democratic Forces (SDF) in northeast Syria, and the Turkey-backed Syrian
National Army (SNA) in northern Syria have dominated the scene.?® In this context, the meso and
macro level analysis necessitates an exhaustive exploration of governance efficacy within Sham
Front, taking into account the role of external actors and the organization’s economic resources.
This investigation is critical to understanding the intricacies of its internal structure, the
management of economic assets, and the strategic interplay that underpins efforts to cultivate and
maintain fighter loyalty.

Sham Front came into existence at the close of 2014 through the merger of five Aleppo-
based factions,?’ initially consisted of diverse ethnic groups (including Arab, Kurdish, and
Turkmen nationalities) but later primarily including fighters from its controlled areas, mainly
northern Aleppo and Afrin, with parts of Idlib. Additionally, some fighters had been forcibly
displaced from other regions across Syria, ultimately forming the demographic makeup of the
"Sham Front".?® One of the largest armed groups within the SNA, it later became the largest faction
within the Third Corp.?’ In northern Syria, the administration and governance of these territories
were significantly shaped by the dynamics of power and influence on the ground. Following the
withdrawal of state institutions, coordination and revolutionary councils were established by local
factions to manage the regions. These councils operated as civil mobilization units, providing local

services before the Syrian Interim Government’s (SIG) establishment in 2013 (E4).3°
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From its inception to the present day, the “Sham Front” has primarily focused its battles
on combating the SDF (Syrian Democratic Forces), ISIS, and the Syrian regime. In its early days,
it was among the factions supported by the “Miisterek Operasyon Merkezi ” (MOM),*! and this
support directly influenced the bloc’s structure through a series of mergers and splits that aligned
with American interests.>? A few months after its formation, the “Sham Front” welcomed the U.S.-
backed “Hazm movement”, albeit for just two months, with the intention of providing protection
from Al-Nusra Front (later HTS).?* In 2015, internal defections began, partly due to U.S. pressure
and allegations against its leader, Abdul Aziz Salameh.** This led to its dissolution and later
restructuring under new leadership, including Muhammad Ali al-Harkoush (Abu Amr).

In 2016, the “Sham Front” found itself engaged on three fronts: one against ISIS, another
against the SDF, and a third against the Syrian regime. This year marked a significant milestone
in shaping the structure of the “Sham Front” as we know it today. Its organizational strength was
bolstered by the residents of Aleppo, who joined its ranks under the banner of the "Revolutionaries
of the Levant" battalions, with the primary goal of intensifying the fight against ISIS.* However,
as the events of that period unfolded, most of the fighters from the “Revolutionaries of the Levant”
battalions defected from the Sham Front on June 10, 2016. This defection was in line with the
evolving circumstances during that time. Subsequently, the Sham Front actively participated in the
Turkish "Euphrates Shield" operation against both the SDF and ISIS.3¢ As a result of this operation,
several cities in northern Syria, including the cities of Jarablus and al-Bab, came under the control
of the Sham Front. Conflict with HTS in early 2017 led to further factional shifts, with the Sham
Front joining the Third Corps of the Syrian National Army.>” During this period, the structure of
Sham Front solidified, consisting mainly of fighters from rural Aleppo. Before the close of 2017,

Sham Front handed over the Bab al-Salameh crossing to the SIG, led by Jawad Abu Hatab.3®
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Expansion through the Turkish backed Olive Branch and Peace Spring operations in 2018
and 2019 led to a shift in governance, with Sham Front influence surpassing that of the SIG in
regions where its leaders and fighters held sway, such as Izaz and Mare. This significantly
impacted sectors like local governance, judiciary, education, healthcare, and community
institutions, especially in focal points like I1zaz (E4). While Turkish involvement in northern
regions led to direct Turkish control over key domains, local councils became administratively
linked to the SIG. However, Sham Front retained influence, notably in the appointment of
individuals to civilian roles (E1; E3; LC1). Additionally, local councils became administratively
subordinate to the respective Turkish authorities and structurally linked to the SIG (LC2).
However, this did not signify the complete end of Sham Front’s management of its territories.
Rather, it continued to exert a subtle yet noticeable influence on the local population and fighters,
manifested through the nomination of individuals for civilian roles and positions. Consequently,
most employees in these administrative positions had affiliations with Sham Front (SC2; E3).

In one initiative, Sham Front promoted education among its fighters (CC1; CC2; CC3; Q1;
Q2),* introducing a grant program and providing financial support to all those seeking to complete
their education. At one point, they offered financial grants to each fighter who attained a
baccalaureate degree (Q3; Q6). They also extended full or partial university scholarships to
interested fighters. It is worth highlighting that the Front played a significant role in funding the

establishment of a university in the Izaz area (E4).

Initially, Sham Front’s material benefits, like spoils from clashes or financial gains from

control points, attracted fighters (F1; F3; F2). During military stalemates, when spoils were scarce,

a Ministry of Defense fund gathered profits and spoils, but this proved inadequate as the Front was
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receiving funds for half of its registered fighters. Interviews with fighters highlighted that earlier,
spoils from overrunning regime barracks were significant, but the current military stagnation has
left them reliant on insufficient grants (F4; F5; F6; F7; F8). This aspect became evident in
interviews with fighters, where they expressed the following sentiment: “At the outset of the
revolution, storming the regime's military barracks resulted in spoils that belonged to the fighters,
so the material aspect was better than the current situation. However, with the current military
stagnation in the region, fighters are left with only a grant that is insufficient for their needs” (F3).
In terms of economic resources, Sham Front’s capacity to sustain control hinged
significantly on its formidable financial capabilities, which originated from its initial control of
the Bab al-Salama border crossing with the Turkish state of Kilis. However, the “Sham Front”
handed over the Bab al-Salameh crossing to the Syrian Interim Government, led by Jawad Abu
Hatab. Subsequently, it joined the formation of the Syrian National Army of the Interim
Government, known as the "Third Corps." Although it ceded control of the Bab al-Salama
crossing to the SIG in 2017, it did so intending to preserve Syrian administration and advance its
own interests as efficiently as possible (E1; E2; E4; CC1). Sham Front was also able to invest its

resources in various economic sectors within the areas under its control (Q5; Q6; E3).%°

Following the establishment of the “Azm Room”, the growth of Sham Front’s financial
capacity in 2021 led to the expansion of its fighters’ base (CC1; CC3; Q3; Q4;).*! However, it
later faced significant challenges in June 2022, beginning with clashes between the “Sham Front”
and “Ahrar al-Sham,” resulting in the splintering of the 32nd Division, which included Ahrar al-
Sham's Eastern Sector, comprising about 1,700 fighters.** These conflicts also included disputes
over the “Al-Hamran” crossing, which is a vital economic route in the areas controlled by these

factions (CC2). Subsequently, in October 2022, further tensions and infighting erupted, this time
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between the Corps and the Hamzat Division, following the assassination of activist Muhammad
Abu Ghannoum and his wife in the city of Al-Bab.** Following this conflict, HTS intervened in
the fighting, leading to a retreat in the areas controlled by the “Sham Front.” the battle was
primarily aimed at depleting its financial resources (CC1). As such, the Front’s method of
governance underwent a significant transformation several months after the HTS attack, when the
latter advanced towards the outskirts of Kafr Jannah and Azaz, the Front’s stronghold. During this
period, its governance shifted to an indirect hybrid model, mainly focused on providing direct
educational support and incentives to fighters. This change coincided with a reduction in its
financial resources, as the SNA ceased to send salaries to more than half of Sham Front’s fighters,

replaced by grants distributed at least every 50 days (E1; Q2; Q3).

Additionally, its control of the Al-Hamran crossing, which was handed over to SIG, was
revoked.** A military commander, in an interview, characterized the aftermath of the battle by
stating: “I consider it a battle against the revolution because it nearly exhausted the resources of
Sham Front, which previously funded military operations, security checkpoints, reserves, and other
military expenditures. Before this conflict, Sham Front used to provide more support, but due to

the crisis and the challenging financial situation, its contributions have significantly decreased"
QD).

In line with this, fighters expressed a consensus during interviews that the financial grants
they receive, which range from 500 to 1,000 Turkish liras and arrives every 50 to 70 days, falls far
short of meeting their needs. Consequently, all fighters seek additional sources of income. As one
fighter explained, “700 liras hardly cover anything. For a fighter, this amount barely sustains them

for a week, and it is insufficient. Therefore, they are compelled to pursue other employment
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opportunities while remaining committed to their revolutionary objectives, principles, and the

ethics of the revolution, to which all of this is attributed” (F4).

Despite Sham Front’s indirect influence over governance in the regions under its control,
civil society has managed to establish a presence. In Izaz alone, there are at least 113 teams and
civil organizations actively operating, marking a significant number of registered teams within a
single area (LC2; CS1, CS3). The faction refrains from meddling in community services that
pertain to individual welfare and support (Q3; CS3; CS2). Therefore, the effectiveness of
governance within Sham Front is intertwined with the faction’s internal legitimacy and its
acceptance at the civilian level. However, when we examine the survival of fighters at the micro
level, it cannot be solely attributed to the theory of material interests, often referred to as “greed.”
The Front does not offer substantial financial incentives that would motivate fighters to stay

compared with other factions from the second Corp.

Here the emergence of an external actor became evident, as Turkey has curtailed Sham
Front’s direct governance role and eliminated the significance of material incentives within this
context. The role of Turkey became more evident in its ability to trigger a third restructuring of
Sham Front, which began with the resignation of Muhannad al-Khalaf, also known as Abu Ahmed
Nour, from the leadership of the Third Corps and the Front. Hossam Yassin was re-elected by the
shura council as the commander, and the leadership of the Third Corps was separated from Sham
Front. Azzam Gharib, known as Abu al-Ezz Saraqeb, was appointed as the new commander of

Sham Front.*

However, the unique aspect of Sham Front lies in its ability to navigate this dynamic
relationship between the external actor and the faction itself, further solidifying its affiliation with

and commitment to its “revolutionary” ideals through managing the enforced changes within its
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organizational structure as overseen by Turkey (Q3).*® These significant changes at the meso and
macro levels necessitate an examination of their impact on the Front’s microstructure. External
actors have sought to restructure and institutionalize the SNA factions as part of a broader series
of transformations referred to by the SIG Minister of Defense, Hassan Hamadeh, as “the train of
reform.” This restructuring aims to centralize financial resources under the control of the SIG, as
part of the ongoing process to transform the fragmented factions into a structured army, akin to

the regular armed forces.*’

Although Hassan Hamadeh has asserted “Our internal structure is no different from any
regular army around the world,” he also hinted at one of the most significant challenges facing
them, which is factionalism primarily rooted in material concerns. However, the specificity of the
Front goes beyond that to extend to its regional and geographical dimension at the micro level of
the fighters. It is worth noting that this new structure reflects the Front’s commitment to a rigorous
process for selecting leaders and representatives of the fighting groups within the newly formed
leadership council, with an emphasis on considering its diverse components.” One of its leaders
emphasized this approach during an interview, stating: “There are five or six individuals on the
council, representing the largest military blocs from different regions. Educational qualifications
are not the sole criteria; individuals are selected based on their power and influence within their
respective groups” (Q1). Simultaneously, the influence of external actors in determining the
acceptability of a leader should not be underestimated. As such, we can infer that the selection
process operates along two interconnected and concurrent dimensions: Vertical and horizontal.
The vertical dimension involves the influence exerted by external actors, while the horizontal
dimension entails the selection of the Front’s top leadership in alignment with the preferences of

the fighter base (Q2; Q1; Q3).
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In the case of the “Sham Front,” the leadership structure is characterized by its capacity
to exert influence and guide the various fighting groups. When it comes to the acquisition of
power through the three methods of heredity, bureaucracy, and charisma, I find that the
leadership of the Front initially began as an heir to the Tawhid Brigade — Abdul Aziz Salama,
also known as "Abu Juma'a," was appointed as the first commander of the Front. However, this
hereditary pathway came to a halt in 2015, with the leadership structure shifting exclusively to
hereditary leadership within the Shura Council (Q3; Q1; CC4).*® For example, the members of
the Council include the founders of the Tawhid Brigade and the first factions that formed the
Front. They collectively take on leadership roles and participate in the selection of the overall
commander (Q1; Q3; Q6; Q7). The selection of a leader for the Levant Front requires approval
from the Shura Council and acceptance from second- and third-tier leaders. This process plays a
pivotal role in maintaining hierarchical cohesion and aligning with the faction's current stage,
considering internal circumstances and the preferences of Turkey. Throughout the Front's
journey, five leaders have risen to the pinnacle of the leadership hierarchy, following a
systematic progression in the ascent to power (Q2; CC2). These five individuals wield significant
influence over military leaders and central figures within the Front.

This brings us to the third notable factor in the leadership transition process, which is the
absence of a permanent charismatic figure at the core of the Front. Despite the presence of
charismatic individuals within the Front, such as Muhannad al-Khalaf, known as "Abu Ahmed
Nour," interviews with fighters have revealed that a substantial group of them do not place
significant emphasis on the current commander's individual persona (F1-8). Instead, they

prioritize the Shura Council's consensus around the leader, as will be elaborated on later.
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It is important to emphasize that this historical continuity, rooted in emotional and
ideological ties, aligns with the senior leadership's strategy within the “Sham Front” to preserve
its legacy. This continuity also mirrors the perception of the fighters, who continue to view the
Front as an extension of the Tawhid Brigade. This perspective persists despite the inclusion of new
factions and human elements within the Front's structure (E1; E2; Q1; Q3). Our interviews with
front-line commanders, central commanders, and security officials within the “Sham Front” reveal
that their mechanism for selecting leaders is adaptable, as it takes into account both the faction’s
base and the hierarchy of external actors (Turkey) (CC1; Q3). According to one central
commander, “We don't have anything that forces a fighter to fight with us. Let's say we have a
battalion commander with 100 fighters. If, for instance, the regime or ISIS or any enemy advances
on us and suppose those 100 fighters did not want to fight, nothing on earth can force them. It’s
purely voluntary” (CC2). They must have the conviction to fight, based on their confidence in the
leader and his patriotism (CC1). Another central commander emphasized that fighters are
represented by a leader of their choice (CC3). Most fighters express their preferences, and they
convey their voices to the leadership (ibid.). This is the standard of the “Sham Front”, “where
representatives come from all provinces and ideological backgrounds, with each ethnic or
territorial segment having a party or person representing it” (Q3). This was reflected in the

interviews with fighters and experts on the ground (F3; F4; F5; ES).

This organizational dimension significantly influences the motivation of fighters. When I
posed questions to the fighters about the mechanism for selecting leaders and the new
organizational structure, they expressed a strong belief in the utility of the new organization,
without knowing the names of the new leaders or the significance of these changes. It was the

psychological and emotional aspects of the fighters that played the central role in this, as will be
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explained further — regarding identity transformations and the construction of collective memory.
These emotional and psychological factors had the most significant impact on understanding the
drivers of mobilization and the ongoing engagement in combat at the micro level. The fighters’
responses primarily revolved around issues such as the control of border crossings and their
opposition to the Sham Front sending fighters to Azerbaijan and Libya (F1-82; Q4; El). The
absence of an ideological leadership within the Sham Front — compared to ISIS or HTS — along
with the lack of a charismatic leader or ideological authority to serve as a source of internal
legitimacy, has hindered the development of a coherent strategy to determine the faction's
direction, literally and metaphorically. This deficiency has made it susceptible to the influence of
external actors such as Turkey in the management of human resources, potentially leading to

internal divisions.*’

Although the SNA is often viewed as a proxy for Turkey, it is crucial to examine the
empirical evidence presented in this article that highlights the Sham Front's relative autonomy
within the SNA. For example, the Sham Front’s decision to refrain from deploying its fighters to
Libya, in contrast to other factions within the Second Corps, exemplifies its capacity for
independent decision-making. This deviation from Turkey’s directives highlights a relationship
characterized by both co-optation and autonomous military decisions. However, this independence
has come at a cost, such as the removal of its charismatic leader Abu Ahmed Nour and the pressure
to transfer control of the Hamran Crossing to the Interim Government (CC4). While these actions
align with the fighters' perception of their ‘revolutionary project,” they also reflect the intricate
dynamics between Turkey’s role as a principal agent and the Sham Front's management of its

internal and external relations with other SNA factions.
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On the contrary, the structure of the “Sham Front” plays a secondary role in retaining
fighters. Respondents consistently expressed their aversion to internal conflicts and turning their
weapons against other factions (CC1-3; Q2; F1-8). This underscores the significance of emotional
and moral drivers in the mindset of the fighters sthe decentralization of the faction's structure and

its emphasis on good governance as factors that motivate the average fighter to remain engaged.

When I inquired about HTS’s recent attack on the “Sham Front,” some fighters articulated the
Front’s approach to conflicts by stating: "The Sham Front does not aim to eliminate or erase
another faction. It may engage in conflict with a faction due to differences, but the goal has never
been to eradicate that faction" (F4). This sentiment reflects the Front's willingness to engage in
disputes based on ideological or strategic differences rather than pursuing the elimination of rival
factions. Another fighter, in a separate interview, emphasized the impossibility of fighting against
one who has fought against a common enemy. Therefore, he would not battle with someone who
has fired even a single shot at Bashar al-Assad's army (F2). This sentiment underscores the fighter's
strong commitment to their values and the principles of the “revolution,” which often includes a

degree of restraint in engaging in conflict.

Based on the information presented, the organizational structure of the “Sham Front” can
be categorized into centralized and decentralized strategies. This hybrid model exhibits
centralization, but it maintains a degree of decentralization at the decision-making level, especially
when it comes to appointing leaders. As such, The Front employs a decentralized strategy to
manage its members, relying on a less rigid network compared to a centralized system, with
effective hierarchical leadership. While there is a hierarchical structure within the faction, the

influence of Turkey on the faction weakens its control over internal decisions. In this context, the
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Front plays a crucial role in appointing leaders for smaller groups, fostering group cohesion, and

ensuring the loyalty of its fighters, despite the limitations of hierarchy within the faction.

It is worth noting that this hybrid structure exposes the faction to the risk of internal
divisions or splits. However, our interviews revealed that the senior leadership of the Front is aware
of this challenge and has adopted a bottom-up approach to control. They do so by instilling in
fighters a set of beliefs that align with the leadership's own values (Q1;Q2). This approach is aimed
at ensuring that if the leadership were to be replaced, fighters would continue to uphold the
faction's strategy. Regional affiliations play a significant role in this strategy (F6). One fighter
illustrated the strong bond he shares with his direct commander, emphasizing that their relationship
is akin to that of brothers. He recounted how his commander supported him when he was
imprisoned by HTS and how he would readily follow his commander's orders without hesitation
(F1). This constructed bonds among fighters and their direct leaders as sustained by the high
commanders in the Front and their mechanism in choosing military commanders that are close to
the base’ social background has resulted in more cohesion of the faction. This was emphasized by
all fighters, quoting (F3) who described described his division as consisting mostly of individuals
from the same area who embarked on their revolutionary journey together in the Al-Fath Brigade
in Aleppo's countryside and continue to fight side by side today, as will be further elaborated in

later sections.
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Dissecting Drivers of Revolutionary Action in Armed Groups: The Role of Emotions and

Uncertainty

Since the outbreak of the Syrian uprising in 2011, a plethora of studies have approached its onset
and evolution into a prolonged civil war that is complex and multifaceted by focusing on
heightened sectarian narratives among different political factions.>® This fetishization in
scholarly discourse often examines how sectarianism fuels extremist actions or the ways in
which repressive tactics used by the Syrian regime drove the resurgence of violence and
consequently the emergence of an armed opposition. Others have relied on instrumentality as an
analytical tool to explain how regional actors hinged on these armed groups to maximize their
national interests and security.>! On the other hand, prominent discussions have emerged
focusing on extremist attitudes and drivers of radical behavior within terrorist factions such as
ISIS and HTS.?? While these analyses have merit, they are conceptually limited in terms of
dissecting the drivers of individuals’ perceptions of what counts as ‘revolutionary action’ and its
adjunct boundary makings and remakings of ‘revolutionary subjects.’{?} Sune Haugbolle and
Andreas Bandak’s theorization of ‘the ends of revolution’ is highly relevant in this context. They
argue that revolutionary ideology is not fixed but is instead a dynamic interplay between
meaning and practice.>* This perspective draws on defining the notion of ideology as a cultural
system and emphasizes the role of language, emotions, and symbols in shaping political visions
and actions. By conceptualizing revolutionary action as driven and framed by shifts in political
imagination and social imaginaries, moments of crisis, hesitation, doubt, and uncertainty are
crucial in forming revolutionary subjectivities, which are characterized by the ability to envision

and strive for radical change.
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This strand of literature has highlighted the need to
move beyond structural and material explanations for conflicts and mobilization and centered its
analysis on the role of emotions on fighters’ motivations to join combat.> It highlights the
inadequacy of imposing behavioral models that are solely based on material factors. This literature
has played a vital role in reigniting academic discourse by challenging the tendency to reduce
fighters' motivations to material incentives.> In this article, emotion will be defined as a residual
effect of an event, whether it occurred in the past or is anticipated in the future, which significantly
impacts an individual's emotional and perceptual state. Essentially, emotions are what linger after

an experience has taken place.”’

Central to this scholarly inquiry into the emergence of revolutionary subjectivity in the
Syrian context are tracing shifts in political imagination and social imaginaries. For fighters in
Sham Front, these shifts created new possibilities for radical change despite the prevailing sense
of crisis and uncertainty. They further emphasize the importance of moments of crisis, hesitation,
doubt, and uncertainty in the development of revolutionary subjectivities. These elements are
central to the process of joining and sustaining revolutionary movements. In this context, as
individuals navigate and interact with emerging political realities, the ways in which people
conceive of political action and the future prompt them to question their current realities and

envision alternative futures, driving them toward revolutionary action. Ronald Suny and Harvey



Whitehouse provided significant insights regarding the role of emotions in shaping the subjective
identities of individuals engaged in combat, and their perceptions of their current identities,
reactions, and choices.>® They suggest that certain emotions arise from personal experiences or
the experiences of those around an individual, which can influence their decisions to participate
in various forms of armed rebellion.>® These findings align with Salwa Ismail's conceptualization
of the Hama masscare in the context of Syria, which emphasizes the significance of collective
memory formed through such events and influenced Syrians' expectations of the regime’s

reactions in 2011.%°

This was evidenced in the narratives of fighters and central commanders where the Hama
massacre was mentioned in every interview. The remomerization of the massacre was reflected
in their experiences of having a close relative, neighbor or friend being imprisoned for years by
the regime or eventually executed without a trial.®' Michael Hogg further emphasizes that the
prolonged duration of war heightens the allure of belonging to such groups, stemming from the
clear emotional frameworks these groups provide, which enable individuals to maintain a sense
of self-assurance and ontological security throughout the war.? In this article, I define
‘revolutionary subjectivity’ as a constant process in the making, where social identity
configuration involves a reconfiguration of political imagination. It is characterized by the ability
to envision and strive for radical change, often in response to a profound sense of crisis and
dissatisfaction with the current status quo. This leads me to employ two theories, specifically the
uncertainty identity theory and identity fusion, as a conceptual framework for explaining the

interconnectedness of several key factors.®
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I have identified five interconnected analytical variables that are closely related to these
two theories by incorporating five variables into qualitative and in-depth interviews conducted
with the sample (fighters). These components (emotional incidents, identity transformation,
socialization and memorialization, and religious/territorial belonging). As such, this study
introduces a novel theoretical approach discussed within the context of Syria, focusing on the
“Sham Front.” In particular, the article underscores the importance of emotional motives, as they
play a crucial role in a fighter’s decision to remain within the group, particularly in terms of shared
emotional experiences, the construction of collective memories, identity shifts due to war and the
structural elements of regional and psychological belonging that results in the creation of a
‘revolutionary subject.’® In the next two sections, I focus on deconstructing the narratives of
fighters and examining how war conditions, defections, social divisions, and political polarization
impact fighters’ identity perceptions and decision-making processes. This analysis involves
contextualizing the perceived meanings of the ‘revolution’ (thawra) according to these fighters
and how their construction/reconstruction of ‘revolutionary’ ethos (giyam al-thawra) is relational
and subject to how individuals in war seek to reduce uncertainty about themselves, thereby
reinforcing their need for belonging and forming strong bonds with a group experiencing similar

emotional adversities.

The ‘Revolution” as a Reconfigured ‘Revolutionary Subject’

‘The revolution is us (al-thawra nihna)...even if others say it ended years ago...it is in every breath
we take...as long as we are still breathing...it continues’ (F12), one fighter affirmingly states. It is
within this heightened political uncertainties, emotions rise as not merely remnants of past

experiences but are cognitive agents that shape motivations for military engagement.®*These
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remnants of emotional experiences influence the trajectory of conflicts, with emotions being a
primary force shaping subjective motivations for engaging in military actions. Emotions are not
merely aftermaths; they form a collection of cognitive agents and inclinations that directly
influence the formulation of ‘revolutionary’ actions and impact how an individual gathers
information and forms beliefs.®® There are three emotional determinants crucial to the decision to
participate in combat: the experience of violence, the stigma and prejudice endured, and the
reversal of stigma through armed resistance.®” These determinants are echoed in the context of
Balkan conflicts and resonate with the narratives of Syrian fighters, transcending political and
regional specifics and highlighting common emotional threads at a micro-level.

The sentiment of societal stigma, another key determinant, emerges when an individual
feels powerless to defend themselves, their family, or their group. This stigma is often counteracted
by reshaping the perceived social hierarchy through armed self-defense, resulting in a heightened
emotional sense of superiority.*® According to Harvey Whitehouse, emotions play a significant
role in shaping the subjective identities of individuals involved in combat, influencing their
perceptions of self, reactions, and decisions. These emotions often arise from personal or observed
experiences, shaping an individual's choices to engage in armed rebellion. ® Negative emotions
may also stem from past events that foster expectations of similar outcomes in the future. ’
Malesvic defines emotions not as pre-existing entities that are merely triggered by violence, but as
dynamic processes shaped and transformed through violent experiences.”! Emotions like fear,
anger, shame, and pride are not always the catalysts for violent actions but are generated through
the violence itself and the social dynamics surrounding it. In this way, emotions are created and
molded within the context of shared experiences of violence. Therefore, the anticipation of future

events can evoke emotions rooted in direct or indirect past experiences.
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The Sham Front fighters’ narratives embody these emotional responses to grievance and
hardship. One fighter's account reflects a deep sense of injustice and political awareness, saying,
"We felt injustice, and we are well aware of modern Syria's history, and how Assad seized power.
We had a strong urge to overthrow this oppressive regime" (F6). Another fighter expressed a
similar sentiment, "Anyone living in this country understands the nature of the regime; it's
oppressive! When the Arab revolutions were happening, and neighboring countries were
undergoing change, we believed that the regime was also about to disappear. It seemed impossible
for the status quo to persist. Something new had to occur in people's lives; they needed to break
free from this dynastic rule. Change was an imperative" (F1).

Sectarian discrimination adds another layer to these grievances, with one fighter
articulating, "Of course, I live in Syria! I witness firsthand the injustice, persecution, and tyranny
of the regime's security apparatus. I have personally experienced multiple instances while serving
in the army. There's a clear sectarian bias between us and the Alawites, and this has left a
significant impact on me. We were treated as if we were nothing and with no status" (F5).

A fighter who had been a political prisoner of the regime shared, "I was a former political
prisoner of the regime. I spent five years in Sednaya prison in 2000 simply because I held a political
opinion" (F4). The restriction of religious freedoms, especially in Aleppo, added to the grievance,
as another fighter mentioned, "I know many people who were either sentenced in political cases
or detained due to their political views. My sister’s husband was even arrested briefly just for
praying in one of the army's administrative facilities" (F5). The regime's response to protests,
characterized by violence and arrest of even children, is another aspect of the fighters' grievances.
"I was just a kid of 14 years old when I took part in the protests in my neighborhood, I was young

and not fully aware of my decisions...but when I was detained for nine months...I experienced
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the real meaning of what a revolution is and why we must keep revolting against this regime," said
one fighter, highlighting not only the regime's atrocities against rebellious areas, but how his
consciousness of ‘revolutionary action’ is interlinked with the emergence of his ‘revolutionary’
identity (F2).

Another individual affirmed the consequence of his protest involvement, recounting personal
losses as essential drivers shaping his decision to join the armed protests and revolution: "I no
longer have a family! I lost my cousins, and I can estimate that we've had about a hundred martyrs
among my family and relatives" (F2). Another fighter laments "I lost one of my brothers and a
niece due to the bombing of Kafr Batna. In addition to that, my cousins, aunts, and other relatives
were martyred in the chemical strike on Ghouta. In total, my family has lost 42 victims" (F4).
Systematic displacement in northern Syria has reinforced the ongoing grievance among fighters,
stemming from their sense of honor and the humiliation endured by their women. One fighter,
concerned for his wife and daughter's safety, stated, "I'm concerned about the safety of my wife
and daughter. We, along with others, are fighting and sacrificing our lives to secure a better life
for them" (F4).

The reasons fighters give for taking up arms span a spectrum from emotional hardships
and direct grievances to material losses. "At the start of the revolution, I wasn't in Syria. I returned
to participate in the early protests, but as we started being targeted and attacked with weapons, we
had no choice but to bear arms. We were compelled to fight and defend ourselves," said one fighter
(F9). Another simply stated, "To be honest, we have nothing more to lose; we have lost everything"
(F4), while a third remarked, "Our homes and lands in Saraqib are all gone" (F2).

These narratives underscore the significance of emotional hardship and uncertainty in the

fighters' decisions to continue the struggle. The intersection of these elements with the structural
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role of grievances in the fighters' imagination, and how individuals relate, navigate and interact
with these new political realities and uncertaintites become critical in shaping the process of the
identity alterations brought about by war. Within this context, the emergence of new political
subjectivities in the crucible of war is substianated by the erosion of national identity to the rise of
sub-state affiliations, such as ethnic, sectarian, or tribal identities. Scholars debate whether the
waning of national identity feeds into internal conflicts and if exploiting sub-identities complicates
a society's fabric, potentially leading to new sub-national identities. This debate encompasses two
intertwined dimensions: the conflict's intensity and its influence on personal identity perceptions.
Hinnebusch notes that conflict exacerbates ethnic or sectarian divides, undermining the national
identity's unifying perception. In Syria, a Baathist-enforced national identity led to exclusion and
an emphasis on homogeneity over citizenship or state belonging, weakening national solidarity.”

The fighters I interviewed consistently identified themselves as "revolutionaries," a term

nmn

that trumped "fighter," "mujahid," or "soldier." "I describe myself as a revolutionary," said one
(F3), while another expanded: "I am a revolutionary, a rebel against injustice. Everyone here is
rebelling against injustice" (F4). This indicates a shared identity formed not just from shared
experiences but from a collective understanding of the injustice imposed by the regime. The
fighters' narratives did not delve into civilian or democratic institutions or how military action
could foster a civil society. Instead, their revolutionary identity was forefront, pending the fall of
the regime. A fighter shared, "Personally I’'m rebelling against the regime... I seek a just state...
His Islam wouldn’t justify his injustice towards me; he would be no different from the regime"
(F1), separating their fight from religious extremism.

The identity transformation of the Front's fighters hinged on the cessation of the regime's

injustices. This role in shaping identities, memories, and emotional bonds through rituals and
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socialization suggests identity is not fixed but fluid, influenced by experience and shared
revolutionary symbolism. Leadership within the Front has cultivated this identity, with one leader
explaining how youth are drawn to their cause: "Many young people come to join us... it's enough
that the Front stands for a revolutionary cause" (Q1). New recruits undergo training, both military
and moral, at the "Martyr Abdul Qadir Al-Saleh School," with over 3,000 fighters trained annually,
emphasizing the Front's dedication to its cause (Q7; Q6).

Training extends beyond the mentioned camps, with each unit having specialized programs
tailored to their needs, ensuring a comprehensive preparedness for all members (Q2; Q6;Q7;Q1).
These programs aim not only to improve military capabilities but also to strengthen camaraderie,
as one fighter detailed: "I have attended three training camps... It was quite intense" (F3).

The importance of ritual, such as revolutionary songs, is unanimously recognized among
the fighters for fostering shared belonging and reinforcing collective identity. Songs by Saeb Basah
Al-Nazzal and Abdul Basit Sarout resonate deeply within them, echoing the spirit of their struggle
(F2; F3).

Literature from various conflict zones echoes the significance of "fighting together" for
group cohesion, as seen in Whitehouse and Lanman's work on Libyan fighters.”® The "fusion" with
the group through battle experiences and self-sacrifice fosters a unity transcending traditional
kinship bonds, forming a shared destiny within the group. Larsen's exploration of war symbolism
and the construction of collective "memories" further underlines how conflict shapes a fighter's
identity.”’ The battlefield's victory and defeat influence identity, which is also molded by shared
experiences and emotional bonds, beyond just the political or territorial. These bonds are

exemplified by stories of sacrifice, like a fighter recounting an ambush survival: "My relationship
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with him changed. It became stronger and closer" (F7), or narratives of intense battles where
fighters risk their lives for each other, embodying the solidarity that has formed (F8).

Such acts of solidarity have transformed pre-war tribal disputes into alliances against a
common enemy, as one fighter recalled: "In one of the battles... I found myself in a situation where
I needed to survive, and he bravely covered the fire to help me escape" (F1). The phrase "common
path" (al-masir al-wahid) recounted and echoed by many participants signify the solidarity and
bonds among them, strengthening their mobilization (F2). The shared destiny evident among the
fighters reinforces every aspect of their lives, shaping even their interactions with the youth and
their conduct in battle. "During battle... We must protect our comrades from death; it's either death
or victory," one fighter declared (F4).

Collective memory construction through shared battlefield experiences forms a critical part
of the fighters' identity fusion with the group. The sense of "family" among them, often stronger
than blood ties, drives their willingness for self-sacrifice, contributing to our understanding of
military engagement behavior. This analysis leads to broader questions about the Front's structure,
the alignment of its values with the fighters' beliefs, and its role in sustaining loyalty over time,
offering a comprehensive examination of the multifaceted nature of combatant loyalty and identity

in the Syrian war.

Loyal Subjects in the Making

Beyond experiencing these grievences and their impact on crafting a Syrian revolutionary subject,

it remains questionable the extent to which the Front's structure, its leadership hierarchy, and the

mechanisms for leader selection is a central concern in understanding its internal dynamics.
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Despite Turkey's significant influence over the restructuring and governance of the Front,
flexibility remains a key trait in leader selection for small groups. Through analyzing fighters'
narratives, [ discerned that organizational restructuring did not undercut the Front's governance or
affect individual loyalty. The fighters conveyed a unanimous trust in leadership decisions, despite
not prioritizing leadership changes or internal hierarchy. This trust is pivotal and remains
undisturbed by a lack of knowledge about the Front's political representatives within the coalition,
indicating a robust affiliation and loyalty that transcends informational gaps. It is a striking
observation that, according to these fighters, the upper echelons of the Sham Front’s leadership
seem to matter less to them than their immediate commanders.”® This dynamic can be attributed
to the numerous defections and changes of allegiance experienced by fighters, including their
transitions into various SNA groups, throughout the course of the revolution and war.
Differentiating coercion from genuine compliance and acceptance becomes a nuanced
challenge. To grasp the nature of the fighters’ loyalty, I probed their emotional narratives since
2011, along with the Front's strategies and narratives, including moral guidance tools and combat
preparation camps. Despite internal and external structural shifts impacting military alignments,
key events have fortified loyalty at the micro level, resonating with the fighters' perception of their
"revolutionary project" and aligning with the Front's leadership stance. For example, the Front's
rejection of deploying its base to fight abroad bolstered fighters' allegiance. One fighter stated,
“Why should we go to Libya?! We have many fronts here. We don't own anything in Libya” (F2).
The Front's consistent revolutionary stance, despite pressures, reinforced positive perceptions
among its members, "The ‘Sham Front” did not deviate from the revolutionary background, as it

did not send fighters to Libya or Azerbaijan" (F3).
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Legitimacy is multifaceted, incorporating both top-down and bottom-up elements, and
cannot be attributed solely to rational actions. The legitimacy enjoyed by the Front also stems from
grassroots emotional consecration, evident in the unanimous identification of enemies: "The
primary enemy is Bashar al-Assad and his regime, Russia, and Iran" (F6), and "My ultimate enemy
is Bashar al-Assad" (F1;F2;F4). Furthermore, the Front's appeal lies in its revolutionary project,
which distinguishes it from other factions perceived as corrupt or subservient to external directives.
Fighters' commitment to the Front is unwavering: "Honestly, there's only this path. We either die
or triumph" (F4).

Drawing on Stouffer's work on shared experiences and Siebold's studies on emotional
solidarity in militarization, I argue that intense combat experiences forge strong emotional bonds,
akin to familial ties.”® This micro-level solidarity within the Front is resistant to structural changes
and remains aligned with the ‘revolutionary’ concept upheld by the leadership. Fighters' responses
about trust revolved around their belief in the Front's revolutionary project. "The ‘Sham Front’ is
heading in the right direction... I am fully convinced that their path aligns with the ideals of the
revolution" (F2). This sentiment underpins their loyalty, transcending individual affiliations to
factions and focusing on the broader revolutionary cause: "My commitment is to the revolution"
(F6). The Front's revolutionary ethos also entails a rejection of internal conflicts that distract from
the primary goal. Fighters stress that conflicts with other factions are aimed at resolution rather
than eradication: "The ‘Sham Front’ does not wish to eliminate any faction entirely" (F3). While
it was apparent that fighters expressed unwavering support to Fron’ts overall project, this loyalty
was conditional upon Front’s maintaining and keeping its adherence to overthrowing Assad. As

one fighter expresses: ‘I don’t follow my group blindly! We are not like Assad’s shabiha! The
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Front is not sacred from committing mistakes...if I witness the leadership is changing in terms of
our revolutionary goal...I will defect’ (F10).

In-depth interviews with the Front's leadership and security officials reveal a congruence
between the strategic orientations at the command level and the fighters' sentiments (CClI;
CC2;CC3). Despite potential constraints from Turkey, the fighters' expressed alignment with the
Front's Leadership strategies. Delving into the Front's evolution in northern Syria brings to light
that the largest contingent within the Front comes from rural Aleppo, a fact recognized by the
fighters. "I want to emphasize that the majority of the Front fighters are from rural Aleppo. Over
time, we were joined by fighters from other Syrian regions, and the revolution brought us
together," a fighter from the group stated (F5). While Eck’s research has indicated that ethnic or
regional affiliations are pivotal in mobilization and can heighten conflict intensity, the Front's
scenario presents a nuanced picture.®® The emotional narratives of these fighters transcend regional
identities, forging a collective unity in the face of adversity.

This phenomenon is particularly pronounced in the Syrian conflict, where displacement
has led to a mosaic of regional identities within the Front. Billig's notion that regional identity is a
modern construct, providing emotional belonging, becomes more fluid in wartime. Conflict
reshapes this connection, transforming deep regional ties into a shared allegiance to the immediate,
lived-in place.®! The interviews with Front fighters revealed an overarching sense of unity,
superseding their original regional ties. "They cannot eliminate us (Sham Front) because our
elimination would mean the end of the revolution. We are the last remaining revolutionary faction,
and we have our own decision-making and independence, encompassing people from various
regions, including Damascus, Homs, Idlib, Deir ez-Zur, and all regions" (F6). Another fighter

emotively expressed how despite being forcefully displaced from rural Damascus to northern Syria
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in 2015, he states, ‘The Front became my new home and my comrades are my family’ (F11). This
sentiment is indicative of a broader identity that prioritizes the revolutionary cause over regional

origins.

In Syria's northwest, with its significant population of internally displaced persons,
regional identity often gives way to a collective revolutionary identity. The fighters’ responses
emphasize survival and unity: "What binds us now is Syria. We share the same goal and an
inevitable destiny, which is the liberation of all of Syria, regardless of where we come from" (F3).
Malesevic’s analysis of collective bonds and combatant behavior suggests that micro-level
solidarity is shaped by individual experiences within the broader group ideology and structure.®?
However, this perspective may not fully capture the reasons behind the fighters’ sustained loyalty
to the Front. Their commitment seems to spring from a profound emotional connection and a
shared vision of the revolutionary goal, rather than strict ideological adherence. The Front's
rejection of deploying its fighters abroad resonated strongly with its base, enhancing loyalty by
aligning with their local revolutionary commitment. "Why should we go to Libya?! What do we
have there? We have many fronts here. We don't own anything in Libya," expressed one fighter
(F2). Another fighter demonstrated his loyalty to the Front in a logical manner by comparing it
with other factions from the Second Corps, highlighting the manipulation of those armed groups
within the Second Corps that sent fighters to Libya (F12). This local focus has been a cornerstone
in maintaining the Front’s internal cohesion and the fighters' positive perception of the group's

priorities.

In exploring the nature of loyalty, it is clear that the Front benefits from a two-way
legitimacy, both through top-down leadership actions and bottom-up emotional consecration from

the fighters themselves. When asked about their primary adversary, a consensus emerged, focusing
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on “The primary enemy as Bashar al-Assad and his regime, Russia, and Iran, while others are
considered lackeys of the enemy” (F6). Moreover, the distinction was made between the regime's
soldiers, often seen as compelled participants, and the regime’s leadership: "The soldiers within

the ranks of the regime's army are not the enemy... My ultimate enemy is Bashar al-Assad" (FS).

The Front's organizational structure, which combines flexibility in leader selection with a
staunch commitment to the revolutionary cause, is reflective of its fighters' ethos. This structure
has adapted to accommodate both the hierarchy imposed by external actors and the internal
solidarity among the fighters. Fighters’ descriptions of their relationships with fellow members are
laced with familial terms, indicating a bond that transcends regionalism: "They are like parents to
me... Better than my relationship with my own family" (F2), "blood brothers" (F3), "brotherly
relationship" (F4),"we are brothers” (F8), "they are like brothers, and our bond is stronger than
family ties" (F5), "they are like brothers to me, I would give up everything for them, even stronger
than my relationship with my own parents" (F1). The study, therefore, challenges the prevailing
notion that regional identities become more rigid during conflict. Instead, it demonstrates that the
emotional bonds forged through shared revolutionary experiences are the primary unifiers. "Our
battalion remained united because we all hail from the same village and share a common national

identity, including nearby villages belonging to Hraytan" (F3).

The collective revolutionary project emerges as a unifying factor, even in the face of
regional diversity. "Belonging is not determined by ancestry or blood. It's about the emotions we
share, the unity from the experiences we've gone through together," explains one fighter (F1).As
such, the Front's fighters exhibit a complex sense of belonging that has evolved beyond regional

affiliations to encompass a shared commitment to their cause. This reimagined sense of identity,
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crafted in the crucible of war, showcases the resilience and adaptability of loyalty within the

faction.

Conclusion

The significance of the timeframe in which this study was conducted lies in the fact that it
corresponds to a period marked by military stalemates on various fronts. During this period,

there were limited spoils available to distribute among the fighters. For these contextual reasons,
the article commenced with examining the motivations of fighters within the “Sham Front,” with
the recognition of existing literature that highlighted ideology, illicit economy, and material
resources as pivotal factors in the engagement of individuals with armed groups. The selection of
the “Sham Front” aimed to delve beyond these narratives, shedding light on the personal
motivations of its fighters. Through systematic interviews with its central commanders, military
leaders, civil society personals, military experst and fighters, this research sought to provide a

comprehensive understanding of what drives these individuals to continue fighting.

As such, this article employed a multi-level analysis to dissect motivations across macro (broad
organizational and external actor influence), meso (internal organizational structure and
governance), and micro (individual) levels, offering a nuanced view of individual fighters'
motivations within the broader context of organizational and external factors. The study
highlighted the significance of socio-cultural backgrounds, regional or ethnic affiliations, access
to resources, and geographical factors, underscoring Turkey's influential role in the restructuring

and governance of the “Sham Front.”
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This investigation also pointed to the diverse factors at play in maintaining a military
faction's survival and loyalty, emphasizing the necessity of meso-level analysis to grasp the
dynamics between group and individual relationships. The motivations for joining military
groups, often debated within academic circles, prompted an exploration into the role of external
actors in shaping the formation and dynamics of these factions, arguing against the simplistic
view of external actors as mere dominant controllers. As such, I identified two primary pathways
influencing individual combat motivations. The first pathway suggests that transformative
emotional experiences shared among group members, particularly during adversities,
significantly shape both personal and collective identities. These experiences, often manifested
in collective rituals like self-sacrifice for land and family, become integral to the individuals’ life
histories and their identification with the group. The second pathway focuses on “local fusion”
dynamics, predicated on shared kinship, emotional, or regional characteristics, which lead to
intense group cohesion. This is evident in the strong familial bonds within the “Sham Front,”
where members perceive each other as brothers, fostering a sense of collective interdependence.
Such local fusion is closely linked to the willingness to fight and even sacrifice oneself when the

group is under threat.

Additionally, my findings challenge three prevalent misconceptions about combatant
motivations in armed groups. Firstly, the essentialist view of motivations as involuntary and
monolithic at the micro-leve. Secondly, the outdated analytical frameworks in security studies
that fail to account for the unique nature of post-Cold War conflicts at macro-level. Lastly, the
confusion between an individual fighter’s agency and the structural dynamics of the group,
leading to oversimplified assumptions about the reasons behind their participation in conflict at

meso-level. As such, the findings, encompassing multi-level analysis, affirmed the base’s
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significant yet nuanced influence on the “Sham Front,” which extended beyond tangible
structures to include social and symbolic rituals that enhance acceptance and continuity within
the Front. Despite challenges from external actors and rival factions, the Front's persistence

underscores a complex interplay of factors affecting fighter loyalty and group cohesion.

Moreover, the research uncovers the importance of understanding the emotional bonds
and collective identities that emerge within such groups, transcending mere structural or external
influences. These findings call for a deeper examination of the motivational framework of
fighters, considering the evolving nature of conflict and the complex web of influences shaping
individual and collective motivations.This comprehensive analysis, by exploring the “Sham
Front” across various dimensions and levels, reveals the intricate dynamics at play within non-
state military groups. It emphasizes the need for a nuanced understanding of fighter motivations,
the influence of external actors, and the potential of these groups in contributing to post-conflict
peacebuilding and stability, highlighting individual agency in shaping the future of these
factions. In summary, this research highlights the complexity of combat motivations and stresses
the need for nuanced analyses that consider both individual experiences and broader group

dynamics within conflict settings.
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