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History has a peculiar sense of irony. A nation once synonymous with defiance of the West and home to factions that fought under jihadist banners now finds itself embracing Washington’s leadership in a global coalition against the very forces it once sheltered. This week’s historic visit of Syrian President Ahmed al-Sharaa to Washington — the first by a Syrian head of state since independence in 1946 — epitomises that reversal.
Standing beside US President Donald Trump in the Oval Office, Sharaa announced that Syria was joining the Global Coalition to Defeat ISIS, becoming its 90th member. The move formalised Damascus’s partnership with Washington in eradicating Islamic State remnants and halting the flow of foreign fighters. The symbolism was powerful: a former militant commander of Hayat Tahrir al-Sham (HTS), once affiliated with Al-Qaeda, shaking hands with the leader of the United States — the same power that had long brand...Trump hailed Sharaa as “a strong leader from a tough place,” describing his visit as a milestone for “a new Middle East order.” Washington simultaneously removed him from its terrorism list and restored diplomatic relations with Damascus. The meeting also paved the way for economic coordination and reconstruction aid, marking an astonishing transformation for a man who not long ago had a US bounty on his head.
The implications of this new alignment are profound. For Syria, joining the anti-ISIS coalition signals both strategic necessity and political maturity — an effort to distance itself from years of global isolation. It opens a narrow window for reconstruction funding and reintegration into the international system, though at the cost of ideological independence.
For Washington, the move represents a diplomatic coup — turning a once-defiant adversary into a cooperative partner in counterterrorism. It fits within Trump’s evolving vision of a pragmatic Middle East, where alliances are reshaped not by history but by necessity.For the wider Muslim world — Pakistan included — Syria’s shift reinforces a broader realisation: that violent extremism, once tolerated or instrumentalised, has turned into a corrosive force threatening state sovereignty itself. The fight against militant groups like ISIS now transcends ideology; it is about reclaiming the integrity of nation-states that nearly collapsed under the weight of their own contradictions.
To understand the weight of this transformation, one must revisit Syria’s political past. Hafiz al-Assad, an Alawite — a sect rooted in Shia Islam — rose from modest origins in Latakia to become the architect of modern Syrian authoritarianism. A product of the Ba’ath Party’s ideology of Arab unity and anti-imperialism, Assad’s ascent reflected the aspirations of post-colonial Arab nationalism.
In the 1970s, he projected Syria as a fortress of Arab resistance against Western domination and Israeli occupation. Yet behind the façade of nationalism emerged an oppressive machinery. Assad consolidated power through an Alawite-dominated military and intelligence structure, marginalising the Sunni majority that had historically shaped Syria’s cultural and commercial life.Internationally, Syria became Moscow’s most reliable ally in the Arab world. The Soviet Union’s arms, advisors, and diplomatic cover made Damascus the cornerstone of its Middle Eastern policy. Yet, this dependency also entrenched Syria within the Cold War’s ideological framework, curbing its freedom of manoeuvre.
Hafiz al-Assad’s death in 2000 ushered in his son, Bashar al-Assad, a Western-educated ophthalmologist thrust into power after the death of his elder brother, Basil. Initially hailed as a moderniser, Bashar quickly reverted to autocratic norms. The state’s security organs expanded, corruption deepened, and political space vanished.
The 2011 Arab Spring exposed this brittle order. Peaceful protests in Daraa spiralled into a civil war that drew in foreign powers and regional militias. Backed by Iran, Hezbollah, and Russia, Bashar survived — but at an unbearable human cost. Over half a million Syrians perished, millions were displaced, and the country’s ancient cities lay in ruins.
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By the late 2020s, the Assad regime had exhausted itself. International isolation, battlefield losses, and internal dissent eroded its foundations. Turkey and regional stakeholders orchestrated a transitional framework that propelled Ahmed al-Sharaa — a former diplomat turned insurgent — into leadership. His ascent ended five decades of dynastic rule and began Syria’s uncertain march toward reconstruction.
Yet Sharaa’s Syria inherited ruin and exhaustion. The economy was shattered, society divided, and the state apparatus hollowed out. Its former allies, Russia and Iran, were themselves engulfed in wars — Moscow in Ukraine, Tehran in a shooting conflict with Israel. Bereft of their protection, Syria found itself isolated, unable to withstand the combined pressures of Israel, the United States, and Turkey. It was against this backdrop that Sharaa’s outreach to Washington took on a tone not of triumph, but of survival.

