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Corporate media is heralding the fall of Bashar al-Assad and the emergence of Abu
Mohammed al-Jolani as the new leader of Syria, despite his deep ties to both al-Qaeda
and ISIS.

“How Syria’s ‘diversity-friendly’ jihadists plan on building a state,” runs the headline from an
article in Britain’s Daily Telegraph that suggests that Jolani will construct a new Syria,
respectful of minority rights. The same newspaper also labeled him a “moderate Jihadist.”
The Washington Post described him as a pragmatic and charismatic leader, while CNN
portrayed him as a “blazer-wearing revolutionary.”

Meanwhile, an in-depth portrait from Rolling Stone describes him as a “ruthlessly pragmatic,
astute politician who has renounced ‘global jihad’” and intends to “unite Syria.” His
“strategic acumen is apparent,” writes Rolling Stone, between paragraphs praising Jolani for
leading a successful movement against a dictator.

CNN even scored an exclusive, sit-down interview with Jolani, even as his movement was
storming Damascus. When asked by host Jomana Karadsheh about his past actions, he
responded by saying,

“I believe that everyone in life goes through phases and experiences...As you grow, you
learn, and you continue to learn until the very last day of your life,” as if he were
discussing embarrassing teenage mistakes, not establishing and leading the Al-Nusra
Front, Al-Qaeda’s franchise in Syria.

This is a far cry from the first time CNN covered Jolani. In 2013, the network labeled him one
of “the world’s 10 most dangerous terrorists,” known for abducting, torturing and
slaughtering racial and religious minorities.

Still on the U.S. terrorist list today, the FBI is offering a $10 million reward for information
about his whereabouts. Washington and other Western governments consider Jolani’s new
organization, Hay'at Tahrir al-Sham (HTS), as one and the same as Al-Qaeda/Al-Nusra.

This poses a serious public relations dilemma for Western nations, who supported the HTS-
led overthrow of President Bashar al-Assad. And thus, Politico and others report there is a
“huge scramble” in Washington to remove HTS and Jolani from the terrorist list as quickly as
possible.
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The Making of a Radical

Jolani has sought to distance himself from his past and present himself as a moderating
force that can attempt to unite an intensely divided Syria. While he has, in recent years,
displayed a willingness to compromise with other forces and factions, it is far from clear
whether the tens of thousands of soldiers he commands - units made up primarily of former
fighters from al-Qaeda/al-Nusra and ISIS - will be in a charitable mood once they cement
their power.

“Syria is being purified,” he told a crowd in Damascus on Sunday. “This victory is born
from the people who have languished in prison, and the fighters broke their chains,” he
added.

Jolani - whose real name is Ahmed Hussein al-Shar’a - was born in 1982 in Saudi Arabia
to parents who fled the Golan Heights area of Syria after the 1967 Israeli invasion. In 2003,
he went to Iraq to fight against American forces. After three years of war, he was captured
by the U.S. military and spent over five years in prison, including a stint at the notorious Abu
Ghraib torture center.

While in Iraq, Jolani fought with ISIS and was even a deputy to its founder. Immediately upon
release in 2011, ISIS sent him to Syria with a rumored $1 billion to found the Syrian wing of
al-Qaeda and participate in the armed protest movement against Assad that arose out of
the Arab Spring.

Realizing the extremely poor reputation al-Qaeda had in the region and across the world,
Jolani attempted to rebrand his forces, officially shuttering the al-Nusra Front in January
2017 and, on the same day, founding HTS. He claimed that HTS preaches a very different
ideology and that it will respect Syrian diversity. Not everyone is convinced of this, least of
all the British government, who immediately proscribed HTS, describing it as merely an alias
of Al-Qaeda.

“Al-Qaeda/ISIS man didn’t ‘reinvent himself.” He had the whole propaganda and intelligence
apparatus of the ‘West,” including the BBC, doing it for him,” remarked co-founder of The
Electronic Intifada, Ali Abunimah.

The New Government: Likes Israel, Hates Hezbollah

The name “al-Jolani” translates to “From the Golan Heights.” And yet, the leader appears
distinctly unconcerned with the Israeli invasion of his homeland. The IDF has taken much of
southern Syria, including the strategic Mount Hermon, overlooking Damascus. Prime
Minister Benjamin Netanyahu has stated that this is part of a permanent operation. “The
Golan Heights...will forever be an inseparable part of the State of Israel,” he proclaimed.

Jolani has already said that he has no intention of confronting Israel.

“Syria is not ready for war and does not intend to go into another war. The source of
concern was the Iranian militias, and Hezbollah, and the danger has passed,” he said -
a strange thing to say while Israel is carrying out the largest Air Force operation in its
history, pounding military targets all over Syria.
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HTS leader Abu Mohammed al-Jolani says Syria is not prepared for
another war and has no intention of waging one. He claims the source of
concern for Syria was Iran and Hezbollah, but that the danger has now
passed. He did not mention Israel, which in recent days invaded Syria,
occupied the previously UN-patrolled buffer zone, and launched what a
senior Israeli security official called “the largest operation in the history
of the Israeli Air Force,” destroying per Israeli PM Netanyahu, “70-80% of
Syria’s military assets.”
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Other HTS spokespersons have also categorically refused to comment on Israel’s attack on
the country, even when pressed by incredulous Western journalists.

Jolani’s comments, singling out two Shia forces rather than Israel as enemies of the state,
will have many concerned that this could signal a return to the process of Shia slaughter
ISIS waged over much of Syria and Irag. In 2016, the U.S. House of Representatives voted
383-0 to classify this process as a genocide.

Fortunately, the new government will likely be a coalition of disparate and moderating
forces. However, these groups seem to share a common thread: they all appear to be pro-
Israel. A commander of the secular Free Syrian Army, for example, recently gave an
interview to The Times of Israel, where he looked forward to a new era of “friendship” and
“harmony” with its neighbor to the south.
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“We will go for full peace with Israel... Since the outbreak of the Syrian civil war, we
have never made any critical comments against Israel, unlike Hezbollah, who stated
they aim to liberate Jerusalem and the Golan Heights,” he said.

The commander added that

“Israel will plant a rose in the Syrian garden” and asked for the country’s financial
support in forming a new government.

Other anti-Assad forces have gone even further, with one individual stating that

Israel “isn’t hostile to those who are not hostile toward it. We don’t hate you, we love
you very much...we were quite happy when you attacked Hezbollah, really happy, and
we’re glad that you won.”

Statements like these might surprise a casual observer. But the reality is that Israel has
been funding, training and arming much of the Syrian opposition since its inception. This
includes Al-Qaeda, whose wounded fighters are treated by Israel.

And while radical Islamist forces appeared to be enemies with everyone, the one group they
fastidiously avoided any confrontation with was Israel. Indeed, in 2016, ISIS fighters
accidentally fired upon an lIsraeli position in the Golan Heights, thinking they were Syrian
government forces, then quickly issued an apology for doing so.

From the Golan Heights, the year-long Israeli campaign against Hezbollah and Syrian Army
positions also seriously weakened both forces, aiding the opposition in their victory.

Al-Qaeda and the U.S.: A Complicated Relationship

While both journalists and politicians in the U.S. are scrambling to change their opinions on
Jolani and HTS, the reality is that, for much of its existence, Washington has
enjoyed a very close relationship with al-Qaeda. The organization was born in
Afghanistan in the 1980s, thanks in no small part to the CIA. Between 1979 and
1992, the CIA spent billions of dollars funding, arming, and training Afghan
Mujahideen militiamen (like Osama bin Laden) in an attempt to bleed the Soviet
occupation dry. It was from the ranks of the Mujahideen that bin Laden built his
organization.

During the 1990s, bin Laden’s relationship with the U.S. soured, and it eventually became a
principal target for al-Qaeda, culminating in the infamous September 11, 2001, attacks on
New York City and Washington, D.C.

The Bush administration would use these attacks as a pretext to invade both Afghanistan
and Iraqg, claiming that America could never be safe if al-Qaeda were not thoroughly
destroyed. Bin Laden became perhaps the most notorious individual in the world, and
American society was turned upside down in a self-described effort to rout Islamic
extremism.

And yet, by the 2010s, even as the U.S. was ostensibly at war with al-Qaeda in Iraq and
Afghanistan, it was secretly working with it in Syria on a plan to overthrow Assad. The CIA
spent around $1 billion per year training and arming a wide network of rebel groups to this
end. As National Security Advisor Jake Sullivan told Secretary of State Hillary Clinton in
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a leaked 2012 email, “AQ [al-Qaeda] is on our side in Syria.”

Thus, while many casual observers may be shocked to see the media and political class
embrace the leader of al-Qaeda in Syria as a modern, progressive champion, the reality is
that the U.S. relationship with the group is merely reverting to a position it has previously
held. Consequently, it appears that the War on Terror will come to an end with the
“terrorists” being redesignated as “moderate rebels” and “freedom fighters.”

Who Gets to Define “Terrorist”?

Of course, many have argued that the U.S. Terrorist List is entirely arbitrary to begin with
and is merely a barometer of who is in Washington’s good books at any given time. In 2020,
the Trump administration removed Sudan from its state sponsors of terror list in exchange
for the country normalizing relations with Israel, proving how transactional the list was.

A few months later, it removed the East Turkestan Islamic Movement (a Uyghur militia
currently active in Syria) from its list because of its hardening attitude towards China, seeing
ETIM as a useful pawn to play against Beijing.

Washington also continues to keep Cuba on its terror list despite there being no evidence of
the island supporting terror groups.

And the U.S. refused to remove Nelson Mandela from its list of the world’s most notorious
terrorists until 2008 - 14 years after he became President of South Africa. In comparison,
Jolani’s redesignation might take fewer than fourteen days.

A giant rebranding operation is taking place. Both corporate media and the U.S. government
have attempted to transform the founder and head of an al-Qaeda affiliate organization into
a woke, progressive actor. It remains to be seen how exactly Jolani will govern and whether
he can maintain support from a wide range of Syrian groups. Given what we have seen in
the past week, however, he can be confident of enjoying strong support from the Western
press.

*

Click the share button below to email/forward this article to your friends and colleagues.
Follow us on Instagram and Twitter and subscribe to our Telegram Channel. Feel free to
repost and share widely Global Research articles.

Global Research’s Holiday Fundraiser

Alan MacLeod is Senior Staff Writer for MintPress News. After completing his PhD in 2017
he published two books: Bad News From Venezuela: Twenty Years of Fake News and
Misreporting and Propaganda in the Information Age: Still Manufacturing Consent, as well
as a number of academic articles. He has also contributed to FAIR.org, The
Guardian, Salon, The Grayzone, Jacobin Magazine, and Common Dreams.

Featured image is by MintPress News

The original source of this article is MintPress News
Copyright © Alan MacLeod, MintPress News, 2024



https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/world-africa-54554286
https://www.mintpressnews.com/us-was-at-war-uyghur-terrorists-now-claims-etim-doesnt-exist/276916/
https://www.instagram.com/globalresearch_crg/
https://twitter.com/CrGlobalization
https://t.me/gr_crg
https://www.globalresearch.ca/global-researchs-holiday-fundraiser/5873793
https://twitter.com/AlanRMacLeod
https://www.routledge.com/Bad-News-from-Venezuela-Twenty-years-of-fake-news-and-misreporting/Macleod/p/book/9781138489233
https://www.routledge.com/Bad-News-from-Venezuela-Twenty-years-of-fake-news-and-misreporting/Macleod/p/book/9781138489233
https://www.routledge.com/Propaganda-in-the-Information-Age-Still-Manufacturing-Consent-1st-Edition/MacLeod/p/book/9781138366404?fbclid=IwAR2xQQWJd98C25wapG4ynmlEnGvL5wxG_mp5RwpBwtwPDxInjNZ1Oo7KD-E
https://journalcontent.mediatheoryjournal.org/index.php/mt/article/view/65/56
https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/abs/10.1177/0306396818823639#articleShareContainer
https://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/abs/10.1111/blar.12940
https://www.frontiersin.org/articles/10.3389/fcomm.2018.00064/full
https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/abs/10.1177/0896920518820934
https://fair.org/author/alan-macleod/
https://www.theguardian.com/profile/alan-macleod
https://www.theguardian.com/profile/alan-macleod
https://www.salon.com/writer/alan-macleod
https://thegrayzone.com/author/alan-macleod/
https://jacobinmag.com/author/alan-macleod
https://www.commondreams.org/author/alan-macleod
https://www.mintpressnews.com/from-terrorist-to-freedom-fighter-how-the-west-rebranded-al-qaedas-jolani-as-syrias-woke-new-leader/288820/
https://www.globalresearch.ca/author/alan-macleod
https://www.mintpressnews.com/from-terrorist-to-freedom-fighter-how-the-west-rebranded-al-qaedas-jolani-as-syrias-woke-new-leader/288820/

Comment on Global Research Articles on our Facebook page

Become a Member of Global Research

Articles by: Alan MacLeod

Disclaimer: The contents of this article are of sole responsibility of the author(s). The Centre for Research on Globalization will
not be responsible for any inaccurate or incorrect statement in this article. The Centre of Research on Globalization grants
permission to cross-post Global Research articles on community internet sites as long the source and copyright are
acknowledged together with a hyperlink to the original Global Research article. For publication of Global Research articles in
print or other forms including commercial internet sites, contact: publications@globalresearch.ca

www.globalresearch.ca contains copyrighted material the use of which has not always been specifically authorized by the
copyright owner. We are making such material available to our readers under the provisions of "fair use" in an effort to advance
a better understanding of political, economic and social issues. The material on this site is distributed without profit to those
who have expressed a prior interest in receiving it for research and educational purposes. If you wish to use copyrighted
material for purposes other than "fair use" you must request permission from the copyright owner.

For media inquiries: publications@globalresearch.ca



https://www.facebook.com/GlobalResearchCRG
https://store.globalresearch.ca/member/
https://www.globalresearch.ca/author/alan-macleod
mailto:publications@globalresearch.ca
https://www.globalresearch.ca
mailto:publications@globalresearch.ca

