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Introduction' '

By 'March'2011,'Salafism'was'a'very'marginal'force'on'Syria's'religious'scene,'as' its' growing' popular' appeal' during' the' previous' decade' had' been' matched' by' increasing' state' repression. 1 'Following' the' outbreak' of' the' civil' war,' however,' Salafi'factions'rapidly'became'the'dominant'force'among'the'insurgency,'to'the' extent' that' by' October' 2013' five' of' them' featured' among' the' seven' most' powerful' rebel' groups' in' the' country,' totalling' several' dozens' of' thousands' of' fighters:'two'of'them'were'offspring'of'the'Jihadi'Islamic'State'in'Iraq'(Jabhat&al( Nusra,'hereafter'al(Nusra,'and'the'Islamic'State'in'Iraq'and'Sham,'ISIS),'and'the' three' others' would' soon' become' the' founding' factions' of' the' more' pragmatic' Islamic'Front'(Ahrar&al(Sham,'the'Army'of'Islam,'and'Suqur&al(Sham),'along'with' the'Islamist,'but'nonRSalafi'Tawhid&Brigade. 2 ' ' To'a'certain'extent,'the'spectacular'rise'of'Salafism'in'Syria'was'function'of'this' doctrine's'inherent'features:'in'particular,'an'exclusive'definition'of'the'Islamic'

allegiance ' of' entire' preRexisting' local' rural' battalions' (kata'ib)' that' kept' their' names 'and,'initially'at'least,'only'superficially'embraced'the'Salafi'orientation'of' their'umbrella'organisation. 32 '' ' Third,' Ahrar' alRSham's' posture' towards' nonRJihadi' partners' was' far' more' flexible' than' that' of' alRNusra.' Although' it' expressed' no' sympathy' for' the' WesternRbacked'opposition'in'exile,'it'joined'the'Syria'Revolutionaries'Front, 33 'a' shortRlived' rebel' coalition' whose' politburo' included' MuslimRBrotherhood' affiliated' members' of' the' Syrian' National' Council,' the' National' Coalition's' ancestor. 34 'The' group' also' distanced' itself' from' alRNusra's' aforementioned' rhetorical' onslaught' against' the' National' Coalition, 35 'and' although' Ahrar' alR Sham'never'integrated'FSA'structures,'it'cooperated'with'the'latter's'provincial' Military' Councils,' and' representatives' of' the' movement' attended' a' highRprofile' meeting' convened' by' FSA' Chief' of' staff' Salim' Idris' in' Ankara' in' June' 2013. 36 ' Even' more' remarkably,' Ahrar' alRSham' rapidly' opened' channels' of' ! communication'with'Western'states, 37 'arguably'as'a'means'to'reassure'the'latter' about'its'agenda'and'consequently'avoid'being'blacklisted.'' ' Fourth,' Ahrar' alRSham's' political' platform' was' consistently' presented' in' an' ambiguous'manner'that'did'not'reflect'ideological'flexibility,'but'testified'to'the' movement's' feeling' of' embarrassment' towards' its' own' doctrinaire' agenda.' Jihadi'ideologues'who'scrutinised'the'charter'of'the'SIF'formulated'polite'regrets' at' the' fact' that' although' not' explicitly' compromising' on' key' issues' such' as' the' Islamic' state' and' the' legal' inferiority' of' nonRMuslims,' the' document' featured' vague' phrasing' that' left' the' door' open' for' various' interpretations. 38 'In' an' Al' Jazeera'interview,'Ahrar'alRSham's'leader''Abbud'showed'utterly'uncomfortable' -'and'eventually'silent'-'about'the'specifics'of'the'state'his'movement'aimed'to' establish. 39 ' ' Ahrar' alRSham's' relative' pragmatism' must' be' understood' in' the' light' of' the' unique' context' in' which' it' emerged,' that' is,' the' Arab' Awakening.' Starting' with' Sayyid'Qutb'in'the'1960s,'the'militant'Islamists''vision'of'politics'was'shaped'by' a' highly' elitist,' 'vanguardist'' model' well' illustrated' by' the' name' of' the' Syrian' group' in' which' the' elders' among' Ahrar' alRSham's' cadre' had' fought' during' 39 Al Jazeera, 9 June 2013, https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=GRPb4nFU2UA.
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