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THE MILITARY OPERATION IN ALEPPO AND THE 

DEVELOPMENTS IN THE SYRIAN CIVIL WAR 
 

Edoardo Corradi  

(University of Genoa) 

 
The fall of Aleppo after the Hay’at Tahrir al-Sham-led military operation has triggered 

a huge domino effect on the other non-state armed groups active in the country. The 

Syrian National Army, supported by Turkey, conquered several strategic towns in 

Northern Syria, forcing the Syrian Democratic Forces to retreat toward Manbij and 

Raqqa along with thousands of civilians already displaced. 

 

On 27 November 2024, the armed group Hayʼat Tahrir al-Sham (HTS) launched 

a military operation (Deterrence of Aggression), that led HTS to take control 

of the city of Aleppo, the second largest town of the country after the capital 

Damascus, and launched other attacks toward Hama, potentially opening the way 

toward Damascus. The HTS-led military offensive, followed by military 

operations launched by other non-state armed groups, had weakened the Syrian 

regime, opening different windows of opportunity for the different state and 

non-state actors active in the country. The military operation Deterrence of 

Aggression demonstrated the high level of complexity of the Syrian civil war, in 

which several actors with different ideologies are currently fighting, alongside 

different external supporters such as Turkey, Russia, Iran, and the United States. 

 

A Frozen Conflict? 

On different newspapers and magazine appeared how Syria is facing a new 

conflictualy after years of di relative peace. However, according to the data 

collected by several research centers, the reality is far from the one presented. 

https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/full/10.1080/09592318.2024.2424055
https://tg24.sky.it/mondo/2024/12/01/guerra-siria-chi-sono-ribelli
https://x.com/Charles_Lister/status/1862928712729326078
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As reported by the Uppsala Conflict Data Program, the level of victims (per type) 

is still high, despite diminished if compared with the 2011-2019 period. In the last 

year, more than 12,000 people have died in the Syrian war, mostly accounting the 

regime-led military operation aimed at regaining control of different areas of the 

country.  

 
Figure 1: Casualties in the Syrian civil war (2011-2023) 

 

 

 

According to several analysts and researchers, the HTS-led military offenseive is 

due to the different problems faced by the Syrian regime. Against this 

background, Damascus has been able to regain control of several portions of the 

Syrian territory, but it has not been able to maintain the internal necessary 

cohesion to avoid the resurgence of conflictuality. However, according to others, 

other than the internal weaknesses of the Assad regime, the cause that explains 

the HTS-led military operation is deeply intertwined with the current conflicts in 
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the regional and international systems. The recent developments of the war in 

Gaza and Lebanon have affected both Hezbollah and Iran, both allied with Assad. 

The combination of these different factors opened a window of opportunity for 

the rebels to successfully conduct their military operation on Aleppo and Hama.  

 

Hay’at Tahrir al-Sham and the Battle for Aleppo 

Currently, numerous armed groups contest both political and territorial power 

with Bashar al-Assad's regime, distinguishing themselves through their military, 

organizational, and governance capacities. Among these groups is Hayʼat Tahrir 

al-Sham (HTS), led by Abu Muhammad al-Jawlani. Formerly known as Jabhat al-

Nusra and linked to al-Qaeda (AQ), the group severed its ties with AQ several 

years ago. In 2016, Jabhat al-Nusra rebranded itself as Jabhat Fateh al-Sham, 

declaring that it no longer had connections with non-state organizations outside 

Syria. In 2017, the transformation of Jabhat Fateh al-Sham into Hayʼat Tahrir al-

Sham occurred following its merger with several other groups, establishing it as 

one of the main non-state actors in Syria. 

HTS’s rebranding efforts have been instrumental in its attempt to position itself 

as a significant actor in northwestern Syria. This context helps explain why 

recent statements from HTS leader al-Jawlani have included messages aimed at 

reassuring Christian and Shiite populations in areas newly controlled by HTS. 

Hayʼat Tahrir al-Sham was the primary actor behind the military 

operation Deterrence of Aggression, which led to its military control of Aleppo 

after the city had been recaptured by Assad in 2016.

https://x.com/jihadyazigi/status/1862817163544854803
https://watermark.silverchair.com/ogac045.pdf?token=AQECAHi208BE49Ooan9kkhW_Ercy7Dm3ZL_9Cf3qfKAc485ysgAAA2gwggNkBgkqhkiG9w0BBwagggNVMIIDUQIBADCCA0oGCSqGSIb3DQEHATAeBglghkgBZQMEAS4wEQQMcN9r585dX25K4ka0AgEQgIIDG-FkZsEz1ySUr_cO4WEBV6U_DEKG4sqHZyZpOelj30G_Lp72-y-SD63piKzjKJYjxcRgCDu5UQij6tXPSTxU7wvhCMTLJYFR-7jyi815LGiCaU6qj0JyTeZlHQuH7i9Xy7xp-OSRUKy97kGD7GYYoTYDFEpgbbucuj1LgiH6aaBeq2Vbjozlweb-ArKu3yf-VGFzDDy2lAU9qTrLICg2nebmF6sWZtuQITinoPHwlQEDkfKa76iZfLgb_Ued_IDGNFQJed0qT-sLONhW58P0qA_CZ3uzQLSmxJUnTOCyhWu6AT8aJ7AxNMe5rryk9yVFv5-0nqt2_yn-XT_u7JitwFJ84XL_W3BeWXJBW5i9jNpSaAg-wiRO0wbeuD9oAW-36V-ZFfIRxH8hZYbU9U9IY3GsMkxXsaF7nr4b-hZK-5g9Bg6-ujzydb-v2l1_jHcsbFqCv6dNflmeBID-9H4KrrqHmOE_w5bUCqJ5ENVWwlkgwR81GXC_At4LQaQ7FCfgvtBfhUIHGhHVXZTZ0ut6JpFnCzNY9OpHZOL33cv-Zk5tkfLx9bRJiBFfahGj1EHuy_WApeiG290pv9h9VdaTZXfPHaxbcKimOLgd4nsnmKiIPEbKgXulMl6QHGGIkBT-HPx7RiOFVyPaojwxrHwk1IUe9F5hKj4G9olxsL-bsjT0W-qiUh-t0_AmXcURB7t9_R5gaEdf5zRPgtV6PfR-5i2VPy1kh_v9OCq4NnVoGot72mENh1c7HyIxjn0v3Mmn1XPkDG9kdlw0rAgvGIp5fvXcE52EQ5t0X6HX9YfkXBn2AALgovqBC6j3KERAzRCtbaq9UuUysz-cJvLPuGycprFscDwpX2WZJ6nips5oYYVu3ZjBgXUlcfmoMGbgeK3wiT6Gw0VQPhyuXB60-C39co4Yo4W_9ILyjKNhORd1E5ElcsFrPojhYtSL8Vb7vlC9EqmumaILtvc3lkgISYX92FUZ6tGr65HqLSvHp8aAJ-NU6rimPhUmiML1Ocu3v9ZTRT0968awWPe6S89h67nrgPyXU4nf0AU0vF6x7g
https://watermark.silverchair.com/ogac045.pdf?token=AQECAHi208BE49Ooan9kkhW_Ercy7Dm3ZL_9Cf3qfKAc485ysgAAA2gwggNkBgkqhkiG9w0BBwagggNVMIIDUQIBADCCA0oGCSqGSIb3DQEHATAeBglghkgBZQMEAS4wEQQMcN9r585dX25K4ka0AgEQgIIDG-FkZsEz1ySUr_cO4WEBV6U_DEKG4sqHZyZpOelj30G_Lp72-y-SD63piKzjKJYjxcRgCDu5UQij6tXPSTxU7wvhCMTLJYFR-7jyi815LGiCaU6qj0JyTeZlHQuH7i9Xy7xp-OSRUKy97kGD7GYYoTYDFEpgbbucuj1LgiH6aaBeq2Vbjozlweb-ArKu3yf-VGFzDDy2lAU9qTrLICg2nebmF6sWZtuQITinoPHwlQEDkfKa76iZfLgb_Ued_IDGNFQJed0qT-sLONhW58P0qA_CZ3uzQLSmxJUnTOCyhWu6AT8aJ7AxNMe5rryk9yVFv5-0nqt2_yn-XT_u7JitwFJ84XL_W3BeWXJBW5i9jNpSaAg-wiRO0wbeuD9oAW-36V-ZFfIRxH8hZYbU9U9IY3GsMkxXsaF7nr4b-hZK-5g9Bg6-ujzydb-v2l1_jHcsbFqCv6dNflmeBID-9H4KrrqHmOE_w5bUCqJ5ENVWwlkgwR81GXC_At4LQaQ7FCfgvtBfhUIHGhHVXZTZ0ut6JpFnCzNY9OpHZOL33cv-Zk5tkfLx9bRJiBFfahGj1EHuy_WApeiG290pv9h9VdaTZXfPHaxbcKimOLgd4nsnmKiIPEbKgXulMl6QHGGIkBT-HPx7RiOFVyPaojwxrHwk1IUe9F5hKj4G9olxsL-bsjT0W-qiUh-t0_AmXcURB7t9_R5gaEdf5zRPgtV6PfR-5i2VPy1kh_v9OCq4NnVoGot72mENh1c7HyIxjn0v3Mmn1XPkDG9kdlw0rAgvGIp5fvXcE52EQ5t0X6HX9YfkXBn2AALgovqBC6j3KERAzRCtbaq9UuUysz-cJvLPuGycprFscDwpX2WZJ6nips5oYYVu3ZjBgXUlcfmoMGbgeK3wiT6Gw0VQPhyuXB60-C39co4Yo4W_9ILyjKNhORd1E5ElcsFrPojhYtSL8Vb7vlC9EqmumaILtvc3lkgISYX92FUZ6tGr65HqLSvHp8aAJ-NU6rimPhUmiML1Ocu3v9ZTRT0968awWPe6S89h67nrgPyXU4nf0AU0vF6x7g
https://ctc.westpoint.edu/al-qaida-lost-control-syrian-affiliate-inside-story/
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Figure 2: Territorial shifts after the military operation Deterrence of Aggression, source: 

https://x.com/ThomasVLinge/status/1863304056753602861. 

 

 

 

The Syrian National Army and the Syrian Democratic Forces 

The Syrian National Army (SNA), established in 2017 and supported by Turkey, 

emerged from the ashes of the Free Syrian Army, the leading force in the armed 

uprising against Assad in 2011. It unites various factions aligned with Turkey’s 

foreign policy in Syria. The SNA has benefited from Turkish financial and military 

support, controlling several areas in northwestern Syria following Ankara’s military 

operations against the Kurdish militias, the People’s Protection Units (YPG) and 

the Women’s Protection Units (YPJ), which now lead the Syrian Democratic 

https://x.com/ThomasVLinge/status/1863304056753602861
https://www.clingendael.org/pub/2019/strategies-of-turkish-proxy-warfare-in-northern-syria/1-turkey-and-the-armed-syrian-opposition-from-free-syrian-army-to-syrian-national-army/
https://ecfr.eu/special/mena-armed-groups/syrian-democratic-forces-syria/
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Forces (SDF). The SDF, in contrast, was formed in 2015 during the Kurdish military 

offensive against the Islamic State and has received financial and military 

support from the United States, leading to tensions between Ankara and 

Washington over the Kurdish issue in Syria. 

HTS's military operation in Aleppo and Hama prompted both the SNA and the 

SDF to secure various areas to strengthen their political influence in Aleppo and 

its surroundings. 

Although not initially mobilized during HTS’s offensive, the SNA moved toward 

Aleppo with the aim of isolating the SDF in northwestern Syria. As reported in the 

latest statement by the SDF’s Commander-in-Chief, Mazlum Abdi, the SDF 

agreed to cooperate with other non-state actors active in northwestern Syria to 

withdraw from areas under their control in Aleppo, Tel Rifaat, and the Shahba 

region. This decision follows a strategic calculation by the SDF to avoid armed 

clashes that could prove detrimental to all factions, opting instead to abandon 

areas now encircled by the SNA and HTS. 

These developments have led to the evacuation of thousands of Kurdish 

civilians, already displaced from the Afrin region, to areas under SDF control, 

particularly those controlled by the Kurdish militias, the People’s Protection Units 

(YPG) and the Women’s Protection Units (YPJ). 

 

Conclusion 

The Hayʼat Tahrir al-Sham military operation Deterrence of Aggression has 

highlighted several factors: the structural weakness of the Syrian regime, 

despite the ongoing process of international normalization; the military 

capabilities of various armed groups, notably HTS, which shows that this 

operation had been long in the making; the dynamic nature of the conflict and 

its relationship with the broader regional and international context. The 

evolution of military operations by different armed groups and the reactions of 

https://ecfr.eu/special/mena-armed-groups/syrian-democratic-forces-syria/
https://x.com/ThomasVLinge/status/1863664573590405442
https://x.com/hxhassan/status/1863288381691564072
https://x.com/YPGinfo/status/1863448952273522833
https://x.com/vvanwilgenburg/status/1863548433459544460
https://x.com/vvanwilgenburg/status/1863548433459544460
https://carnegieendowment.org/sada/2024/09/italys-normalization-with-assads-regime-any-lessons-from-arabs-experience?lang=en
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the foreign powers involved – Russia, Iran, Turkey, and the United States – could 

lead to the development of multiple scenarios.
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