
In Syria, the Real Foreign Policy Is Wri6en in the Classroom 

Over the past year, Syria has become a focus of global a7en9on. A<er decades of authoritarian rule 

under the Assad dynasty, marked by repression, civil war, and widespread human rights abuses, the 

regime finally collapsed, ending one of the Middle East’s most entrenched family dynas9es. In the 

wake of Assad’s fall, Hay’at Tahrir al-Sham (HTS), rose to power, posi9oning itself as the legi9mate 

successor and promising a future of stability and reform that had long been denied to Syrians. HTS is 

a jihadist group that grew out of al-Qaeda’s Syrian affiliate. Its leader, Ahmed al-Sharaa, also known as 

Abu Muhammad al-Jolani, has sought to rebrand himself from militant commander to poli9cal figure, 

moving away from al-Qaeda, and presen9ng HTS as a governing authority rather than simply an 

insurgent movement. 

 Among Al-Sharaa’s first acts was a sweeping reform of the educa9on system, an early signal of how 

the new regime hopes to shape Syria’s post-Assad iden9ty. IMPACT-se has studied these reforms 

closely, as educa9on o<en serves as both a prac9cal tool for reconstruc9on and a powerful instrument 

of ideology in war-torn socie9es. 

The poli9cal transi9on has ushered in a rela9ve calm a<er years of conflict, but it has also shi<ed 

aQtudes towards Syria in the wider world. Global powers are now reassessing Syria’s role in the 

interna9onal order and weighing the possibili9es of new alliances. While many Western governments 

have cau9ously welcomed the new leadership’s rhetoric of reform and openness to partnership, the 

picture is more complex. Elements of the new curriculum reflect strategic efforts to align with Turkey 

and embed an9-Western sen9ment, raising concerns that beneath the promises of progress lie the 

seeds of a more troubling agenda. Other new elements being included in the new curriculum seek to 

ostracize women and minori9es as well as Islamize secular elements of the curriculum, including 

scien9fic concepts such as evolu9on. These developments underscore the need for careful monitoring 

of Syria’s educa9onal direc9on as a barometer of the regime’s true ambi9ons. 

This ar9cle will begin by examining Syria’s re-emergence on the interna9onal stage, focusing on Al-

Sharaa’s recent address at the UN General Assembly and the subsequent li<ing of interna9onal 

sanc9ons. It will then turn to the domes9c sphere, analyzing the Syrian educa9on system under new 

government direc9ves. By doing so, the ar9cle assesses what the content of the educa9on system 

reveals about Syria’s underlying aQtudes toward Western values, par9cularly in light of its evolving 

alliance with Turkey, considering what this implies for Syria’s prospec9ve alignment with the West. 

Syria in interna9onal rela9ons 

Since the outbreak of the Syrian civil war in 2011, Assad’s government was diploma9cally ostracized 

by most Western countries and much of the Arab world. It was subject to many economic and poli9cal 

sanc9ons, and became reliant on diploma9c outcasts such as Russia and Iran for military backing. 

However, with the dawn of the new regime, many western countries have dropped their sanc9ons 

from the Assad era. In the US, Trump ordered a cessa9on of sanc9ons via an Execu9ve Order in June 

2025 to give “Syrians a chance at greatness.” 1 From a list of previously sanc9oned Syrians, the US 

claimed that all their property and interests in the US are now unblocked, sta9ng that the goal of 

 
1 US Department of State, “Termina2on of Syria Sanc2ons,” Office of the Spokesperson, June 2025  

h@ps://www.state.gov/releases/office-of-the-spokesperson/2025/06/termina2on-of-syria-sanc2ons 



sanc9ons was to bring about a posi9ve change in behavior. The decision to li< sanc9ons reflects the 

percep9on that the new regime is a viable partner for Western countries, and it now has a cri9cal 

opportunity to demonstrate its suitability for such allyship. 

To corroborate this shi<, Ahmed Al-Sharaa, the new Syrian leader, was invited to address the UN 

General Assembly in September 2025, marking the first 9me in sixty years that a Syrian representa9ve 

spoke before global leaders, following decades of diploma9c isola9on under the Assad regime. In his 

speech, Al-Sharaa pledged that Syria would “write a new chapter en9tled peace, prosperity and 

development,” signaling his inten9on to posi9on the country on a trajectory of modernity and 

reconstruc9on. He expressed gra9tude to Turkey, Qatar, Saudi Arabia, and other Arab states, as well 

as to the EU and the United States, for their engagement with Syria. This broad list of 

acknowledgements reflects the regime’s dual ambi9ons: on the one hand, cul9va9ng 9es with 

Western powers, while simultaneously deepening its rela9onship with non-Western powers, notably 

Turkey. 

These dynamics are also evident in IMPACT-se’s analysis of Syria’s new curricular direc9ves, where 

references to the O7oman Empire have been notably so<ened. This shi< underscores the symbolic 

importance of Turkey to Syria’s evolving iden9ty. However, it raises the ques9on of whether Syria’s 

embrace of Turkey is compa9ble with its professed Western alignment. Trends within the Syrian 

curriculum provide a cri9cal indicator of the regime’s priori9es and will be instrumental in revealing 

the direc9on in which the country intends to move. 

IMPACT-se’s Syria report 

Turkey: 

A recent IMPACT-se Syria report analyzes the regime’s declared educa9onal reforms, introduced within 

its first weeks in power, to assess their impact on the country’s educa9on system. These early changes 

provide a revealing window into the regime’s core priori9es and ideological trajectory. They include a 

direc9ve for the removal of nega9ve references to the O7oman empire. 

Direc9ve 2 s9pulates that any content discussing the O7oman Empire should refer to it as a “regime” 

or “sultanate” rather than an “occupa9on,” which marks an interes9ng change insinua9ng a difference 

in tack regarding rela9ons with Turkey. 2 Ideologically, this change could be consistent with the 

Islamifica9on of textbook content, as the O7oman sultan held the 9tle caliph, linking him to the lineage 

of the Prophet Muhammad. On a geopoli9cal level, this change may indicate that the new HTS regime 

will seek support from its neighbor Türkiye (Turkey); the change could therefore be regarded as 

instrumental in crea9ng a new regional reality. 

The document of direc9ves for curricular changes was published in January 2025, and contained 

several examples of how textbooks should be changed. 

 
2 CNN Arabic, "Syria Controversy Over Curriculum Changes Made by the Ministry of Educa2on," January 

1,2025,  

h@ps://arabic.cnn.com/middle-east/ar2cle/2025/01/01/syria-controversy-over-curriculum-changes-made-by-

the-ministry-of-educa2on  

 

https://www.impact-se.org/wp-content/uploads/A-Review-of-Hayat-Tahrir-al-Shams-Intended-Changes-to-the-Syrian-Curriculum.pdf


 

1) Use the term “the O2oman regime” instead of “O2oman occupa=on”, wherever it is found. 

Example 1 

 

[The intended 

omission]  

[Page]  [Grade]  [Subject] 

The [first] passage, 

[remove from] 

“experienced the 

injus=ce of the 

O2omans” to “in 

the shade of a 

tyrannical O2oman 

rule”  

78  [Grade 3 Secondary,  

Literary Track]  

Arabic Language, 

2023-2024 edi=on  

A previous Arabic Language textbook includes a lesson on Syrian diaspora literature, a7ribu9ng the 

emigra9on of authors to economic pressure from the “injus9ce and oppression” of the O7oman 

empire exercised against Arabs. The amendment outlined by the new Ministry of Educa9on suggests 

removing a passage that presents the O7omans in a nega9ve light. 

 

1. Title: “The Origin of the Diaspora Literature”  

“[...] Other [researchers] tended to explain the reasons for immigra=on as economic, for they [Syrian 

writers] have lived under a brutal O2oman sultanate ruled by despo=c and corrupt governments one 

aVer the other, which deemed [people’s] livelihoods and plundering resources permissible. (The 

following has been removed):There are [people] who saw the O2omans’ injus=ce and the kinds of 

oppression and torture they exercised against the Arabs as a reason for the immigra=on of those who 

had lived under the great difficulty of [being] prisoners of injus=ce and des=tu=on, and so they set 

out in search of freedom and sufficiency.” […] 

Source: Arabic Language and Literature, Grade 3 Secondary Literary Track, 2023-2024, p. 78. 



While the direc9ves concerning references to the O7oman Empire might appear inconsequen9al at 

first glance, they may signal the regime’s intent to cul9vate closer 9es with Turkey. Such a move may 

compromise hopes of a closer alignment with Western values, given Turkey’s trajectory under 

President Erdoğan, marked by an erosion of democra9c ins9tu9ons, restric9ons on press freedom, and 

the promo9on of a more Islamist-leaning poli9cal iden9ty. Given this, IMPACT-se’s work on Syrian 

textbooks will be helpful in ascertaining the new regime’s rela9onship with western values. 

The West: 

Some an9-Western content was deliberately retained in the curriculum; although it was not 

introduced through formal direc9ves, its con9nued inclusion is nevertheless significant. Western 

countries are depicted in virulent terms, as violent, blood-thirsty, oppressive warmongers and arms 

dealers. A par9cularly concerning change by the new regime highlights nega9ve aQtudes towards 

Jews and Chris9ans; for example, a Quranic exegesis links the phrases ‘those who have evoked [God’s] 

anger’ and ‘those who are astray’ to Jews and Chris9ans respec9vely, a reading that casts adherents 

of these faiths in a hos9le light. While both phrases are derogatory, the projec9on of Jews as those 

who anger God echoes longstanding an9semi9c tropes. In addi9on, Western countries, par9cularly 

the United States, are cri9cized in a Grade 11 Arabic language textbook through the introduc9on to a 

poem that a7acks ‘the Free World’ and ‘their dollars,’ accusing them of deceiving na9ons, devouring 

them, and feeding on the blood of innocents.  

 

Introduc=on to the text:  

Man has not earned from wars anything but disasters, destruc=on, and death, while peace is the 

dream that tempts the imagina=ons of peoples, and the goal they aspire to achieve. But the arms 

https://www.inss.org.il/publication/turkey-iran/


dealers, those who trade away values, and the enemies of humanity always try to ignite wars, 

because they feed on the blood of the innocent. They aspire to deceive na=ons with shiny slogans and 

to buy cheap guarantees of protec=on with money, and those who are deceived don't know that 

these slogans are like an evil snake, which is soV to the touch, but whose fangs are venomous.  

As the war threatens the precious homeland, the poet, who is commi2ed to the causes of his na=on, 

stands in the face of war and praises peace. He exposes the false claims of the colonizers and their 

slogans, turning his poetry to a lighthouse which guides his na=on at a =me of disasters. 

 

Tell those who claim their world is free: Do the free enslave [other] people?  

How many na=ons have you deceived with [the term] "the free world", using it to devour homelands.  

We know your dollars well – they are forgery and lies.  

They give a na=on [benefits] with their leV hand, while their right hand cuts its veins and arteries. 

The imagery likens the West to venomous snakes, warmongers, and exploiters of weaker na9ons. In 

light of this, it is ques9onable where Syria posi9ons itself in rela9on to Western values. These factors 

cast doubt on the sincerity of the regime’s apparent Western-leaning rhetoric. 

Minori9es: 

The Western values that al-Sharaa’s regime claims to embrace are not reflected in the curriculum 

reforms. Syria’s diverse minority communi9es remain largely absent from the curriculum. While the 

issuance of new direc9ves created an opportunity to promote inclusivity and reflect the country’s 

social and religious diversity, the regime has so far failed to incorporate these groups into the 

educa9onal narra9ve, reinforcing a narrow vision of na9onal iden9ty. There is a clear conflict between 

the regime’s outward appeals to Western liberal values and the intolerant messaging embedded in its 

educa9onal materials. Such an overtly exclusionary exegesis, introduced at the earliest stages of 

schooling, is likely to shape young children’s percep9ons of minority religions in profoundly harmful 

ways. 

In addi9on, the new direc9ves emphasize the removal of female figures from textbooks. While the 

new regime has not announced any formal policies regarding gender or the portrayal of women, 

illustra9ons featuring women used to demonstrate educa9onal concepts have been instructed to be 

removed; in many of the images in ques9on, the women were not wearing a hijab. Although the 

direc9ves do not specify reasons for most of these omissions, the overall pa7ern indicates a deliberate 

exclusion of women who are not dressed in accordance with tradi9onal Islamic norms from the 

curriculum. This approach is notably out of step with the Western values the Syrian regime claims to 



uphold in its public messaging abroad, raising serious ques9ons about whether its professed liberal 

posi9ons in Western spheres correspond to any reality on the ground. 

 

Image: English, 2023-2024, Grade 1 Secondary, Student’s Book, p. 77. The above image is an example 

of the content slated for removal under the new direc=ves. 

 

Al-Sharaa publicly presents himself as a leader commi7ed to protec9ng minori9es and embracing 

Western-aligned values of tolerance, yet these promises are not reflected in the educa9onal reforms 

introduced under his rule. Early in his leadership in January 2025, he pledged to establish an “inclusive 

transi9onal government” represen9ng diverse communi9es, language clearly aimed at reassuring 

interna9onal audiences. But the textbook changes implemented by his government move in the 

opposite direc9on: rather than promo9ng inclusion, they reinforce intolerant narra9ves and nega9ve 

portrayals of minority groups. This disconnect is further underscored by events on the ground. In July 

2025, sectarian violence in Sweida Province escalated into deadly clashes between Druze fighters and 

Bedouin mili9as, promp9ng al-Sharaa to renew public pledges to protect minori9es. Yet the content 

of the curriculum shows that these commitments are largely rhetorical. While he signals tolerance to 

Western partners, the educa9onal materials propagated under his administra9on con9nue to promote 

exclusivist interpreta9ons of Islam and hos9le framing of minori9es, demonstra9ng that his professed 

values are not borne out in policy or prac9ce. 

The trajectory of Syria under Al-Sharaa presents a paradox. On the interna9onal stage, the li<ing of 

sanc9ons and the regime’s outreach to the UN suggest a willingness to embrace Western engagement 

and present itself as a construc9ve partner. Yet, within the classroom, the reforms reveal a more 

ambivalent picture: hos9lity towards Western na9ons, nega9ve portrayals of Jews and Chris9ans, and 

so<ened depic9ons of the O7oman Empire that point to a strategic embrace of Turkey. Taken together, 

these developments suggest that while the new Syria seeks legi9macy and partnership from the West, 

it is simultaneously deepening 9es with Islamist-leaning states. The result is a dual orienta9on, 

outwardly cour9ng Western acceptance, while ideologically laying founda9ons that are an9-Western 

in tone. The Syrian curriculum is thus not only a reflec9on of the regime’s iden9ty but also a key 

predictor of where the country intends to go. 

https://www.arabnews.com/node/2623866/middle-east
https://today.lorientlejour.com/article/1470030/syrias-sharaa-renews-pledge-to-protect-minorities.html?utm_source=chatgpt.com

